Aether Gazers I: The First songs 


Military Camp of Nation R near the border with Nation U, 2023. 


"Damn! That must be the worst name for a squad that ever existed," one of the soldiers 


exclaimed as he moved his ear away from his companion's mouth. The latter cautioned: 
"Lower your voice, the general might hear you," speaking with nervousness. 


The two of them were seated alongside a group of men and women in the meeting room 
inside the tent they had set up just a few hours ago. In front of them was an older man in a 
suit adorned with several decorations on his chest. The man held a laser pointer in his right 
hand, while two younger individuals arranged the projection board, and a third set up the 


projector at the back of the tent. 


The group of people in military camouflage uniforms remained restless due to the 
presentation about to be shown. Some whispered to each other, while others sat in silence. 
There was an air of impatience in the room, as this meeting had been called suddenly. 
Although they had been notified to be prepared for deployment at any time, it was unusual 
to have this kind of presentation before a mission. Typically, mobilization was planned in a 


meeting room with a map, not a projector. 


The war between the nations had been ongoing for many years, and it showed no signs 
of ending anytime soon. Many of them had lost friends and family in this conflict, just like 


the citizens of country U. The conflict was escalating, and it had divided the world on which 


nation to support, whether the R or the U, fueling a media circus that only stoked the flames 


of war. 


"Listen up everyone!" one of the general's subordinates said, causing everyone to sit up 
straight and direct their attention to the front, where the general stood with a stern expression. 
"The general will provide a briefing on current events and how we'll proceed with this 
mission. It's of vital importance that you pay close attention, so remain silent until the end 


and stay focused." 


After this, the general nodded in acknowledgment and positioned himself in front of the 


crowd. Behind him, a board displayed the emblem of nation R, projected onto it. 


"I want to skip the formalities because we're short on time, so I'll get to the point. How 


many of you are familiar with the phenomenon called 'Inentropy'?" the general asked. 


None of those present, from the soldiers to the general's subordinates, raised their hand 
or made any gesture indicating a positive response to the question, resulting in several 


seconds of silence in the room. 


"That's what I thought," the general said. He then signaled to the man behind the projector 
to display a specific image on the board. "Inentropy is the term given to a phenomenon that 
causes truly curious environmental changes, including the failure of various electronic 
devices, such as communicators, vehicles, or radios. Another of its most curious effects is 
that substances like gunpowder or other fuels fail to ignite, rendering firearms and other types 
of explosives unusable. Unfortunately, the area within the mission's border territory is almost 


entirely covered by this phenomenon." 


The murmurs began to be heard among the crowd of soldiers as the images related to the 
general's explanation passed behind him and he, in turn, highlighted certain areas of the board 


with the laser pointer. 


"Since this is a new phenomenon for us, we are not in a position to advance into the area 
we had planned to capture at this time. We lack the means and the necessary knowledge to 
deploy a unit without risking the loss of this camp and many of you in the process. Therefore, 


we have decided to take unconventional measures." 


After this statement, one of the soldiers in the crowd raised his hand. The general's 
subordinate directed him to wait for questions to be answered at the end of the presentation, 
but the general quickly indicated that he would allow it and asked the soldier to ask his 


question. 


"Are the people in this border territory not in worse condition than us? Why can't we 


attack them if they also can't use firearms?" 


"Excellent question," continued the general. "This is because the nation U has a group of 
specialized mercenaries in unarmed combat on their side. As far as we know, they use non- 
technological methods that are highly effective in combat. According to intelligence reports, 
any means of advancement within their territory has been overwhelmingly neutralized by 


these individuals." 
Another soldier raised his hand, and the general gave him the floor. 


"In that case, why are we here? If we can't advance and it's not safe to confront U forces, 


what's the point of deploying us in this territory?" 


"That's because we plan to combat this enemy group, and once we neutralize them, we 
can advance. Until then, we will remain stationed," the general responded, pointing to the 


presentation on the board. 


"How do we plan to face them?" another soldier asked. 


"We will fight fire with fire. I don't know if you've heard, but the Americans have a group 


of mercenaries who curiously act similarly to those possessed by the nation U currently." 


"The Apple munchers..." a soldier sitting in the back said with a laugh. 


"As funny as it may sound, yes, that's them. And they are not the Apple munchers; they 
call themselves 'The Apple Eaters' in their language. Don't be fooled by the name; they all 
have high-level military combat training and records. In the battles where they've been seen 
as a group, they've proven more than capable of fulfilling missions, regardless of their 


difficulty." 


After saying this, the general ordered the man with the projector to display a series of 
videos that played on the board. These showed various battlefields, and as the images passed, 
different individuals were seen facing enemy forces from various conflict zones. Some used 
throwing knives, others their fists, and one of them was seen with two axes that he spun with 
chains on their handles. One thing was certain about these people in the videos: their fighting 
style, their movements, and the aura they exuded were anything but normal. They didn't seem 


like soldiers but rather characters from an action movie. 


At the end of the video presentation, the general looked at the soldiers and said: 


"Any questions?" 


"With all due respect, General, is this some kind of joke?" a female soldier sitting near 


the front asked. 


"No, this is not a joke, nor is it a test or anything of the sort. In fact, there's an expert who 
will come to explain in more detail than I can about inentropy to you. As for the group we've 
hired, it turns out they are very real, and their reputation precedes them, making them 


indispensable for this mission." 


"This is not a Hollywood movie; wars are fought with firearms, mobilizing troops in 
vehicles, strategy, and order. These individuals are just barbarians who have been lucky not 


to be killed." 


With this statement, many began to murmur among themselves in the room. As a result, 
both the general and his subordinates had to raise their voices to maintain order. After a few 
seconds, the atmosphere calmed, and it was then that the general instructed the man with the 


projector to proceed to the next part of the presentation. 


"There are a couple more things I need to inform you about," the general continued. "This 
squad is necessary because international agreements prevent us from attacking forces that are 
not from nation U. Since they hired their mercenaries as a defensive measure, they're not in 
violation of the agreement. However, if we were to decide to attack, that would be a different 
story. Therefore, if we pay a group from another country to go in on their own and 'clean the 


area,' we wouldn't be violating any part of the agreement. 


"And the second thing?" another soldier asked timidly. 


"The second thing is that this group is already here; they arrived in the morning and are 


currently mobilizing towards the camp. We estimate they should arrive in a little over..." 


The general's words were interrupted by a voice from the tent entrance, which exclaimed, 


"Is this the place?" 


There stood a young woman with hazelnut-colored hair tied back in a ponytail, holding 
the flap of the tent's entrance. Everyone present looked at her with curiosity and silence as 


one of the general's men approached the entrance and said: 


"You're interrupting an official meeting. You better tell me which squad you belong to 


and proceed to leave before..." 


Before he could finish his sentence, the woman grabbed the man by the arm and swiftly 
spun him, causing him to fall to the ground in a clean and decisive move. This prompted the 
seated soldiers to stand up, and the other men under the general's command assumed 


offensive positions with their hands on the verge of drawing their weapons. 


"Excuse me, Queridito," the woman said, firmly holding the man's arm. "I don't like being 


touched without my permission." 


"Did she said 'Queridito'? Is she Queen of Blades? Are you talking about the one from 
double-T application?" "I've followed her since she started. Is that really her?" the soldiers 


began whispering to each other, realizing who stood before them. 


"Oh, I forgot to introduce myself," the woman said, releasing the man's arm and 
straightening up while adjusting her voice. "Yes, that's right, I am the Queen of Blades! Nice 
to meet you all. My team and I were summoned to assist with your little problem. I hope we 


get along well." 


"You were summoned? Are you part of the Apple Munches?" one of the men next to the 


general asked, keeping his weapon concealed within his suit. 


"It's pronounced 'Apple Eaters,' and yes, I'm a part of them. In fact, my team should be 


around here somewhere; I'm not sure where they went." 


After this declaration, the woman turned around, and almost immediately, she fell to the 
ground, landing on her back near the entrance of the tent. From the entrance, a tall, stern- 


faced man entered, observing her on the ground with an expression of anger. 


"I told you not to separate from us, " The man exclaimed aggressively. "It's already very 
difficult for us to have these types of missions and you only make it more complicated with 


your lack of attention. " 


"Fuck you! " The woman shouted, trying to get up. "I was just exploring the place while 


Karl was talking to that so uptight guard who wouldn't leave us alone. " 


"I don't give a damn if you were exploring, eating or shitting. It was not easy for us to get 
hired for this job that pays so well, which we greatly need after the fiasco of the last mission. 
So, you stay still for two seconds or I'll make sure you don't move, the hard way. " The man 
with white hair and a serious face concluded, holding the handle of what appeared to be a 


machete on his belt. 


Everyone present in the room was stunned watching this scene. The woman remained 
standing in front of the man, who looked at her from above while still holding the handle of 


his weapon. 


The tension in the room was almost palpable, and those armed with firearms were on 


high alert, ready to use them when the time came. 


After a few seconds, a burly figure entered the tent from the entrance, crouching to fit 


inside. This was a bulky man, well over six-feet tall, with a stern gaze. He observed the two 


locked in a standoff at the entrance, extended his hands, and grabbed them both by the collars 


of their garments, lifting them and then forcing them to kneel on the floor. 


"Apologies if my comrades caused you trouble. We're part of the group hired for this 
mission, known as the Apple Eaters. It'll be a pleasure to work with you," the man concluded, 


making his two companions bow their heads in the same manner. 


It was an uncommon scene to witness. Mercenaries were often known to be impolite with 
their employers despite their understanding of rules and boundaries within the army. 
However, in just a few seconds, this man not only subdued the two who were on the verge of 


a fight in front of the soldiers but also made them show respect. 


"Please, there's no need to be so formal," said the general as he approached the three 
kneeling at the entrance. "No one was hurt; my assistant was a bit rough with you, miss, my 
apologies. Truth be told, it'll be a pleasure working with you. After all, we're the ones who 


sought your help." 


The white-haired guy and the woman, previously on the brink of a scuffle, glanced at the 


man holding them and almost simultaneously replied, "The pleasure will be ours." 


"It's good to know we have you on board. By the way, I heard you were a group of six, 


but I only see three now," remarked the general as the three got up. 


"I apologize; the truth is, the others are outside the store. They sent me to handle these 


two," responded the burly man. 


"They sent you? Aren't you the leader?" inquired the general. 


"I'm afraid not, you see, our leader..." 


"It's right here! apologies for the delay. Bureaucracy is terrible these days, had to sign 
numerous papers. For a moment, I thought they'd ask for my firstborn as warranty," 


exclaimed a man entering the tent very cheerfully. 


The general, his men, and the soldiers all turned to look at this character. He appeared to 
be in his mid-twenties, robust, sporting a blonde mane tied at the nape. He approached the 


general, extending his hand, saying: 


"Nice to meet you, I go by the name 'Karl.' I'm the captain of the Apple Eaters, it's a 
pleasure to see you... or rather, to see you all. We have company back there," Karl concluded 


with a somewhat nervous laugh." 


"Are you... the captain?" the general asked as he shook Karl's hand slowly and with 
confusion. "Based on the information I had received about your tactics on the battlefield, I 


thought you'd be someone more... 'sober."" 


"Don't worry; I didn't drink... much this morning," Karl affirmed, followed by a loud 
laugh that made everyone except his companions uncomfortable. "Just kidding, just kidding. 
To be honest, I'm the one who makes sure these little rascals behave, but our strategist designs 
the strategies, hence his position. Rune!" Karl shouted towards the entrance of the tent. "Can 


you come for a moment?" 


Those at the entrance focused on a gloved hand lifting the white canvas door, revealing a 
slender figure dressed entirely in black. The young man had dark hair falling over his 
forehead, almost covering his eyes, and his face was covered by a matching mask, along with 


dark military attire mixed with loose-fitting garments. 


"I already told you don't have to shout," Rune said, putting his gloved hands into the front 
pocket of his hood. "Sorry, I go by the name of 'Rune,' nice to meet you." He finished with a 


slight bow. 


"Your strategist is quite... young," the general affirmed, looking Rune up and down. His 


facial expression showed confusion and a hint of doubt, mirrored by the men behind him. 


"He's a bit younger than the rest, but I assure you he has three times the brains of all of 
us combined," Karl expressed while holding Rune in a headlock. "He takes care of gathering 
all the information about our missions and organizing the plan. We just follow it. If there's 


something inside the place that's off-plan, that's my job. Right, Rune?" 


"Don't grab me like that," Rune told Karl, freeing himself from the headlock. "But yes, I 
am both the intelligence and the strategy of this group. The sun with legs you see beside me 
is our leader; he organizes and directs us when we need to improvise. The social media addict 
with brown hair is our fast fighter, something like an assassin but less stealthy, call her 


Hjordis." 


"Hey, what do you mean social media addict!" Hjordis exclaimed furiously, shaking her 
head, causing her brown ponytail to wave behind her. "I haven't even recorded a single video 


since we got here." 


"Because I took away your phone," Rune responded with a serious look through his bangs. 
"As I was saying, the guy with white hair and a grumpy face next to her is named Signe, our 
second in command, but we call him lieutenant for lack of a better title. The giant behind 
those last two is called Holger, our main physical fighter and also our 'tank' responsible for 


taking damage." 


"Pleasure to meet you again," Holger said, placing his hand behind his head. 


"Now, only one is left... darn it, stayed outside again," Rune expressed with a hint of 
annoyance in his voice. "Come in already, or we'll carry you five into the tent; you know 


we'll do it." 


With these words, Rune stepped away from the entrance, allowing a figure slightly shorter 
than him to slowly enter the tent. This person was covered by a trench coat and a hood that 
enveloped the entire body, except for the footwear and the lower part of the face, a pale chin 


with lips expressing a disgusted grimace. 


"This... person is our most experienced shooter," Karl said, putting his hand on the shorter 
person's head. "You can call him Alfa. He hardly speaks, but his weapon is the last thing our 


enemies hear if they're nearby." 


"Weapon? Like a firearm?" the general asked with a tone of concern as he observed the 
six people in front of him. "Do you know that within the enemy zone, there's the phenomenon 


of Inentropy, right?" 


"Don't worry General," Karl responded, extending his arms to encompass his companions 
as if posing for a group photo. "We've done our research and taken precautions, as we always 
do. Just handle giving us all the details about when to start and have our payment ready. 


Believe me, you hit the jackpot." Karl concluded, winking his light blue eye at the general. 
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The general had introduced the Apple Eaters to his soldiers and explained when and how 


the operation would be carried out. Although many of them had doubts after hearing the 


details about the places, situations, and the type of missions they would be involved in, they 


understood that these were not ordinary people, not even by the standards of experienced 


mercenaries. 


The way they fought, the type of enemies they had faced and defeated, and above all, the 
confidence they exuded, regardless of each individual's personality, was almost palpable. It 
was as if they were professionals with a lifetime of experience, despite none of them being 


over thirty years old as far as was known. 


After the explanation, the group of mercenaries left the tent accompanied by the general 
and his men. The general discussed with Karl how the payment would be transferred once 
the mission was completed in full. Karl told him that he should discuss all that with Rune, as 


he was the one ensuring that the money transfers reached them securely. 


Following this, Karl placed his hand on the right side of the general's face, surprising him. 
The general observed the man's initially smiling expression turn slightly more serious as he 
turned to look at the entrance of the tent, staring intently at the soldier standing there with his 


hand extended and a confident smile. 


"Excuse me, I dropped that coin, but you can keep it if you want. Consider it an advance 
payment," said the soldier at the tent entrance. "Although you surprise me. I thought you 
were just lucky braggarts, but if you could catch that with your hand, it means you have at 


least some skills that are useful in the battlefield." 


"Soldier, this is an act of indiscipline," exclaimed the general firmly, removing Karl's 
hand from his face. "I demand that you leave and await orders from your captain. This will 


not be overlooked; I assure you." 


"What are you talking about? You weren't harmed, and it was just a simple accident. You 
have nothing to worry about. We're all in very capable hands, right? Apple muncher?" The 
soldier asked, leaning mockingly towards Karl, who continued to maintain eye contact with 


him while smiling slightly. 


A silver glint crossed near the soldier's left eye, and behind his ear on the same side, he 
heard a sharp sound as if the tent canvas was struck by a projectile. His body reacted 
instinctively, standing firm as he observed the hole in the canvas behind him. For a moment, 
he thought it was a gunshot, but when he turned to look at Karl, he realized that he hadn't 
drawn any of the pistols on his belt. Instead, he saw the thumb of the man in front of him 
raised, his smile now broader, exuding confidence. A faint chuckle could be heard, stifled by 


Karl's closed lips. 


"I returned it to you. It's not the currency we use in America," replied Karl, closing his 


eyes amiably. 


"They call you Karl, right? I'm Yury. You know, we've been on edge lately because we 
haven't been able to move from this place, as you must have heard, because of that weird 
phenomenon. Would you like us to do an interesting exercise to keep everyone entertained?" 


Yury asked, walking towards Karl. 


"What kind of exercise?" Karl asked, staring at Yury intently. 


"Let's have a friendly bare-handed fight. Let's say... the first one to knock down their 
opponent three times wins. What do you think? Don't worry, those curious fur outfits you're 


wearing won't get... too dirty." 


Karl lowered his gaze and looked at his outfit, a combination of a military uniform 
adorned with what seemed to be animal fur suitable for extremely cold environments. They 
had metallic details and looked somewhat heavy to walk in, although he seemed unconcerned 


by this. 


"I thought it was the winter set. My apologies," Karl said in a mocking tone. 


"Are you chickening out?" Yury asked with a slight hint of anger in his tone. 


"Not at all. I'd love to accept your challenge," Karl said. As he said this, he clasped his 
hands and cracked his knuckles inside his brown gloves, while the icy wind made the strands 
of white fur on them flutter. He then moved his head from side to side, causing his neck to 
produce the characteristic sound of vertebrae cracking. "But let's make it more interesting. If 
my we win, you'll take care of transporting and guarding our equipment until we head to the 
battlefield. If, on the other hand, you win, I'll give you my share of what the general is going 
to pay us. How does that sound?" Karl's open hand extended in front of Yury, who without 


hesitation, shook it firmly, observing the blond-haired man with a malicious smile. 
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Some minutes later, a crowd gathered at the back of the campsite, an area used for 
morning training, providing plenty of space and cold mud that would serve as a natural 
cushion if either of them was to fall. A circle formed around the training ground, composed 
of both soldiers and their superiors, as well as the Apple Eaters. In the center stood Yury and 
Karl, who had discarded some clothing for greater comfort during the fight. Behind them, 
soldiers could be heard placing bets on who would win or how many falls each would 


accumulate. 


"If you want, you can add more rules, blondie. I don't mind," Yury affirmed as he flexed 


his now-exposed arms, bringing them closer to his chest. 


"No need for that. I don't think he cares," Karl replied, still holding the clothes he had 


removed in his hands. 


A slender figure dressed in black walked from the crowd and into the circle. From there, 
he approached Karl, and the two connected palms, signaling a "tag," as commonly done in 


western-style wrestling shows. 


"Hey, hey. I thought you said you were going to fight. Are you chickening out now, 
blondie?" Yury asked, watching as Karl walked towards the other mercenaries and sat on a 


wooden crate with his legs stretched out. 


"I'm being merciful, showing you how strong my team is and why we were hired," Karl 
replied, smiling confidently at Yury. "Don't worry; Rune is more than enough. You should be 


the one adding a couple of extra rules." 


"Shall we start or not?" Rune asked, standing in front of Yury with his hands still in the 
front pocket of his hood. "I need to check important information for the mission, so I would 


appreciate it if..." 


Rune's words were abruptly cut off by a surprising blow from Yury. The strike missed, 
but it caused Rune to move his head at such a speed that the black bangs over his face waved 


like a flag on a stormy day. 


"I got tired of waiting... I don't think you care, though," Yury said, adopting an offensive 


position with both arms in front of himself and his hands in fist shapes. 


"As you wish." 


A sepulchral silence fell over the place as everyone watched the two within the circle, 
waiting to see who would make the first move. Yury was the one to act, unleashing a series 
of punches aimed at Rune's face. Rune evaded each one with little effort, maintaining a gaze 
lost in the horizon, unlike Yury, who looked at him with an almost animalistic smile on his 
face. After the barrage of punches ended, Rune stepped back a few paces and observed Yury 


from a distance. 


"Do you only know how to dodge? How boring. They should have picked the girl or the 
shy dwarf back there," Yury exclaimed, glancing at Rune's group, which was sitting on the 


side of the circle. 


"Don't look at them. Your fight is with me... skitkast," Rune concluded, with a slightly 


annoyed tone in the last word. 


Without second thoughts, Yury ran towards Rune, delivering several punches and kicks 
that failed to connect. They continued like this for several seconds, both moving around the 
mud-covered circle surrounded by people. Yury was on the offensive with his limbs, while 
Rune remained on the defensive with his steps. At one point, Rune moved towards the center, 
appearing to stumble backward. Yury seized the opportunity to launch himself and try to hit 
Rune. Everyone watched this moment with bated breath in what seemed like minutes of 


suspense. 


"Checkmate," Rune said to himself, smiling under his mask. 


Suddenly, Yury's body seemed to lose balance, his right foot slipping in the mud despite 


wearing boots suitable for this type of environment. Rune placed both arms behind himself 


to cushion his fall and, in a swift and precise movement, delivered a powerful kick to the 


right side of Yury's abdomen. 


The entire crowd exclaimed in surprise as Yury fell to the ground, writhing in pain with 


both arms wrapped around his torso. 


Rune got up slowly and looked at his fallen opponent. Yury wasn't reacting, only 


trembling in a fetal position on the ground. 


"I don't think more falls will be necessary; one is enough," Rune said as he turned and 


put his hands back into his front pocket. 


The crowd stood watching Rune, who walked slowly across the terrain towards his group. 
Their attention was drawn to the movement of a shaky figure in the center of the circle, 


gradually rising and emitting guttural sounds like those of a cornered animal. 


Rune felt a breeze brush the back of his hair, disheveling it in an instant before he turned 
his head to the opposite side, avoiding a punch that nearly connected with the back of his 
skull. He took a series of swift steps to the right and observed Yury. The soldier held his 
abdomen with his left arm, and with the right, he clenched a fist, his face reflecting anger and 


frustration. 


"A liver kick, and you're still standing. I have to congratulate you on that," Rune affirmed 
as he took both arms out of his pockets, connecting his gloved hands to offer two slow claps 


to his opponent. "That's enough." 


Yury didn't respond; he only attacked Rune in anger again. Rune reverted to the strategy 


from the previous assault, effortlessly dodging Yury's punches and kicks with remarkable 


ease and speed, barely flinching. The difference this time was that Rune intercepted some 


hits with the palms of his hands. 


"He got serious," Holger remarked, his fingers holding his square chin covered by a few 


dark hairs. 


"He's just playing with him. I wonder where he'll hit this time," Hjordis said, smiling 


briefly as she glanced at her nails before continuing to watch the fight. 
"I bet 20 on the balls," Karl declared confidently. 
"20 on the balls!" Holger and Hjordis said in unison, though with different tones. 
"30 on the trachea," Signe calmly affirmed. 


Alfa refused to bet and remained on a crate, observing how Rune counter Yury's 


offensives. 


At a certain point, Rune began to make a series of very strange movements, as if 
something in his clothes bothered him. Although his face showed no emotion beyond 
circumspection. Seconds after this act, Rune discarded his hood and quickly threw it at Yury's 
face. Yury tried to remove it quickly, but upon revealing his face, he was struck by Rune's 
fist. In an almost imperceptible motion, Rune's other hand delivered a precise blow to the 
throat, causing the soldier to grasp his neck with both hands and, after a few seconds, fall to 


the ground breathing unevenly. 


"Pay up," Signe said, extending his left hand and receiving a series of green bills from 
his companions, who had a joyful expression with a hint of disappointment. "Rune has a bit 


more decency for this kind of thing; you should remember that," Signe emphasized as he 


counted the bills one by one with a cheerful expression that contrasted sharply with the 


aggressive demeanor he had shown since arriving at the camp. 


"A good kick to the balls never gets boring," Karl added, raising his blond eyebrows. 


In the mud circle stood Rune, who watched Yury struggle to breathe properly again. 
Surprisingly, after a couple of minutes and much difficulty, the soldier managed to stand up. 
One of his hands still held his throat, and his reddened face looked at Rune with a mixture of 


hatred and intrigue. 


"I think this deserves a bigger congratulations," Rune stated. 


In a swift movement, the mercenary positioned himself behind Yury. Before the latter 
could turn, he felt Rune's boot jamming into the space between his legs with such force that 
he noticed his body lifting off the ground. The crowd's reaction to this act varied; some 
soldiers shouted with excitement; others exclaimed sounds of pity denoting compassion for 
their comrade. The mercenaries, on the other hand, resonated with more strength due to the 
joy they felt at seeing their desired attack being used despite Signe's predictions, who couldn't 


help but smile at his comrades' celebration. 


Yury fell to the ground, his face almost completely buried in the mud. What seemed to be 
a mix of foam and dirt oozed from his mouth. Combined with the fact that he had both hands 


holding his groin, he looked truly pitiful. 


Rune, still standing behind the now collapsed Yury, extended his arms again and offered 
three slow claps to his opponent, echoing throughout the area. After this, the young man with 
the black bangs walked to the center of the circle and crouched to pick up both his hood, 


discarded a moment ago, and another garment covered in mud with a footprint on it. This 


was a fringed pelt with white strands along its edges that stood out despite being stained. 
Rune walked towards where his comrades were sitting and offered the muddy garment to his 


captain. 


"Did you do that on purpose, right?" Rune asked, looking at Karl with a raised eyebrow. 


"Hey, that guy mocked my outfit, I just left it there. You made good use of it, and that's 


what matters," Karl affirmed, receiving the leather garment dripping with dirty water. 


"Anyway, I hope you guys give me my share. You bet 100 bills on three falls, right?" 


"150. You know we trust you." 


Some soldiers approached the center of the circle and helped their comrade to get up, but 
he barely responded, as he seemed to be in a state of shock. Two of them carried him away 


from the scene. 


The general, who had emerged from the crowd and walked to the center of the circle, 
glanced at the Apple Eaters as he thanked them for the 'demonstration' while informing the 
soldiers that they should withdraw and return to their posts to receive new orders before he 
punished them with more exercise hours. Everyone moved away from the field after he said 
this. When no one else remained except the general, his subordinates, and the Apple Eaters, 


he approached the captain of the mercenaries and said: 


"It's good to see that you live up to the rumors. I hope to count on that and maybe more 


for the mission in a few days." 


"Do you already have a date for our 'deployment'?" Karl asked, getting up from the box 


where he was sitting and shaking off the dirt from his pants with his hands. 


"It's not entirely certain, but intelligence has told me that our detractors might receive 
medical supplies and rations in their territory in 3 days. That gives us a slight window of time 
for you to enter when they're busy, as their 'allies' are known to be quite helpful to the 
population. We trust that with your skills, you can reach the affected area and eliminate them. 
Once that's done, you'll signal us to advance, and you can withdraw with the promised 


payment." 


Karl and the general shook hands before each retired to their assigned quarters to rest 


before the mission. 
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As they had been informed, two days later, they received the order to prepare for 
departure at dawn the next day. The team was in good shape and spirits. Fortunately, they 
had a soldier assisting them in transporting their luggage despite his soreness from the duel 
a few days ago. They were transported in a camouflaged convoy that would leave them close 
to enemy territory. They were told that due to the inentropy phenomenon, no electronic 
devices would work, so they had to manage without communication and rely solely on a 
topographic map of the region. Hjordis was disappointed that she couldn't record videos for 
her social media during the mission, but she took the opportunity to send greetings to her 


followers within the convoy. 


"Do you have to do that now?" Signe said while zipping up an elongated case. "You better 


put it away before we reach the starting point." 


"Relax, I'm just uploading my last videos of this decade, as I always do," Hjerdis 


responded while taking several photos with her phone. 


The atmosphere outside the convoy was chilly and silent. The windows constantly fogged 
up due to the low temperatures outside, but the Apple Eaters (A.E.), as they were called by 
the high command, seemed unfazed, barely dressed for the cold. Karl wore his characteristic 
furs, Rune his black ensemble, Hjerdis an aviator jacket revealing a long-sleeved violet wool 
blouse underneath and dark shorts with thermal leggings and matching military boots. Holger 
covered himself with a brown cape over his dark green military uniform. Signe wore a black 
outfit with white accents on the belt and the chest pocketed vest. Alfa dressed similarly to 


before, but with a harness attached to a long case in his gloved hand. 


"We're almost at the deployment zone. Get ready," the convoy driver told them. 


A couple of minutes later, the vehicle stopped in an area full of mist and debris. The A.E. 
got off one by one and beheld a foggy landscape with a collapsed black concrete wall adorned 


with rusted metal and what seemed to be torn flags fluttering in the chilly breeze. 


Yury, who remained inside the convoy, handed each of them their respective equipment 


with difficulty due to the pains preventing him from moving properly. 


"Put some ice on it," Rune said, receiving his equipment. "I hope you didn't plan on 


having kids. By the way, you dropped this." He added, tossing an identification card to Yury. 


Yury didn't respond; he simply picked up the card and continued his work with his head 
down and a frustrated expression until he finished unloading the last part of the AE's 


equipment. 


"Remember what you have to do," the convoy co-pilot informed. "Once you reach the 
designated perimeter, you won't be able to communicate, so it's necessary to use the flares. 


Red means withdrawal, so we'll assume you failed and go to pick up the survivors at the 


extraction point. Green means mission accomplished, that's our signal to advance, and our 
men will head to your location as fast as they can. Yellow is special; it means you're at a 
standstill or a ceasefire, and we'll have to wait until you launch one of the remaining two 
flares. Don't use it unless you're sure the enemy is on the same terms as you." He concluded, 
observing the flare pistols that each of the mercenaries carried somewhere on their uniform. 


"That's it, from now on, you're on your own. Good luck, Americans." 


The A.E. watched as the convoy door closed, and their transport slowly moved away until 
it disappeared into the thick fog. After this, everyone turned to look at the ruined wall in front 


of them. 


"Americans, how funny," Karl said, crouching to open an equipment bag. "I guess it's 


better than 'gringos."" 


"They used to call me 'beaner' where I grew up, my family isn't even from so far south to 


be called that way," Rune added, performing the same action as his captain. 


All the A.E. checked their luggage and began to extract what they would use in combat. 


"I feel a bit sorry that this in-don't-know-what prevents me from recording anything, but 
it's useful. At least we don't have to worry about being spied on," Hjordis asserted, holding a 


series of black throwing knives secured in straps around her body. 


"I checked everything, from our luggage to the uniforms. They didn't put a single 
microphone on us. Feel free to speak any language you like," Rune concluded, examining a 


series of mechanisms and metal threads he wore under his wrists. 


"Loksins!" Signe exclaimed in Old Icelandic. "I was fed up with the damn language of 
that country." He continued in the same dialect as he placed a pair of heavy platinum-plated 


metal swords in two sheaths on a second belt around his hip. 


"It's a bit easier for us to communicate this way; let's take advantage while we can. We 
might have to speak the language of Nation U when we get there and meet the locals," Holger 
said in the same language as his companion while wrapping his hands in bandages and flexing 


his fingers, making them crack one by one. 


"To be honest, I'm very excited!" Karl exclaimed. "These guys that the other nation hired 
seem to be truly strong individuals. I wonder where they're from; they might be mutants, 
zombies, or something like that. I haven't fought a zombie yet, and I can't wait to see what or 


who they are!" The A.E captain finished adjusting the handles of his axes on his belt. 


"How do you feel, Alfa?" Holger asked the sixth member of the team. 


Alfa just nodded while holding a large crossbow and slinging it over the shoulder with a 


strap. 


"I don't understand why you're so adamant about not speaking or showing your face, 
friend," Hjordis expressed. "Accept what happened and move on. Honestly, it's starting to 


annoy me." 


"Don't worry," Karl said, placing his hand on Alfa's hood. "You know that Alpha always 
communicates when we need help. Besides, this little rascal will come out of the shell when 


the time comes. Right?" He finished with a smile directed at his companion. 


Alfa nodded again, this time more confidently. 


The A.E gathered the rest of the equipment and prepared to continue the journey to the 
point where they had been informed the enemy's allies were located. They climbed the wall 
with ease despite the humidity and its height, doing so with bare hands and the weight of 


backpacks and weapons on their bodies. 


Upon reaching the top, the six of them gazed into the distance at the territory awaiting 
them to cross a city with barricades made from vehicles and scrap surrounding its perimeter. 
Between the city and them lay desolate terrain also covered in fog, denser than the mist 


behind the wall. The decaying trees in the area seemed to sink into the whitish miasma. 


"Well, we better not slow down. Let's go!" Karl exclaimed, starting to jog straight toward 


the city. 


"Won't we get lost in the fog?" Holger asked, taking steps a bit heavier and slower than 


his companions. 


"Don't worry, you know the captain can locate us. Just use him as a reference point, and 


we won't separate," Hjordis reassured. 


"Remember not to break formation until we reach the city. Inside, we'll assess the terrain, 


and then everyone can do as they please," Rune said. 


"Karl, if you start feeling too cold, remember to let us know. From what we've been told, 


this place is an open tomb. Don't overexert yourself," Signe advised toward his captain. 


"When have I ever did that?" Karl asked, smiling as a bluish-green glow reflected in his 


blue pupils. 


857 AD, Somewhere in Iceland. 


The Viking lay sprawled on the ice, his limbs outstretched. His two axes lay a few feet 
away, still stained with the blood of the man who had struck him with a log in the center of 
his chest not long ago. He had managed to cut the man's throat before falling onto the frozen 
lake and had attempted to crawl towards the shore, but his body had started to grow cold, and 
his breath had dwindled until he couldn't continue. He simply lay there, gazing at the cloudy 


midday sky, so typical of that time of year. 


"Too bad... I guess I won't be able to taste that delicious stew you make, Hilda," the Viking 


muttered quietly to himself. 


The man could hear the battle cries in the distance, the shouts of pain and fury of his 
comrades as they engaged in combat with the mariners of the territory they had been hired to 
protect. It was a sound that gradually faded, much like his vision, which became increasingly 


blurry as the seconds passed. 


The last thing he managed to hear before losing consciousness were voices shouting his 
name in the distance. After that, he closed his eyes and surrendered to the embrace of the 


afterlife. 


"I hope they accept me in Valhalla, after all, I died in battle," he thought as his body grew 


heavy and he gradually lost all sensation. 


The Viking opened his eyes and gazed upon a landscape unlike the one described in 


songs. There were no golden-haired women descending from the sky to carry him on a 


winged horse to the hall where fallen warriors feasted. He also didn't see the goddess who 


reigned in Helheim, seated on her distinctive throne, or her dog Garm in front of her. 


Darkness, an infinite and terrifying darkness surrounded him. He could see his body as it 
had looked during the battle: his armor, chainmail, the furs that protected him from the cold, 


and the helmet with the same dent he hadn't repaired since last winter. 


Everything was the same, except for one detail. When he looked down and tried to touch 
his torso, he felt nothing, no warmth, no cold, no pain. He realized he had lost all sensation, 
even the most instinctive sensations that the body ignored to prevent madness, such as the 


beating of the heart and the rhythm of breathing, were gone. 


Another detail he noticed was that his body emitted a kind of whitish radiance similar to 
the sun behind the faint clouds over the sea, and upon closer inspection of his chest, he 


noticed a glow emanating from the center of it, lighting up like a torch behind a white canvas. 


"Don't be afraid," a voice echoing from a distance in the darkness told him. 


Gradually emerging from the infinite gloom, a white silhouette began to take form, 
adopting a humanoid shape as the ethereal tone of its being settled into what appeared to be 
a robe. The figure began to walk toward the Viking, who could only watch, for he was unable 


to move from where he was suspended. 


"Karl, son of Bjorn, husband of Hilda, father of Leif," the figure said in its echoing voice 


as it approached the Viking. 


"How do you know my name?" Karl asked, staring intently at the figure, whose image he 


could now perceive more clearly. "How... do you know my father's name, my wife's, my 


son's?" He finished nervously while waving his arms in an attempt to move within the 


dimness. 


"I have always known, I know the names of all things and all beings, for someday I will 
claim them. Someday, I will claim all those you know, your wife, your son, your companions, 


just as I claimed your father and mother many years ago." 


"Are you... Hela? The Lady of Helheim?" 


"Could be said so. That's how your tribe decided to call me, but the tribes beyond the sea 
have a name for me, each one is different depending on their beliefs, you can call me that 


way if you wish." 


"So... does this mean I will go to Helheim?" Karl asked, looking downcast. 


"Don't worry," she said warmly, extending her hand still within the sleeve of her spectral 
robe to touch Karl's face and stroke it gently. "Where we are going, you won't have to worry 
about anything you've experienced, the deaths, the plunder, the harsh winters. It will all be in 
the past. Now follow me, there's no time to lose." She finished, turning around and walking 


along what seemed to be a path of white light that extended to Karl's feet. 


The Viking took a few steps on the path and noticed how he could feel the weight of his 
body and the curious texture similar to snow-covered ground under the soles of his boots. He 
observed the entity walking in the distance as if she herself were part of the path due to how 
her ghostly color blended with it. He chose to follow her without questioning too much, as 
he felt a strange calmness within himself, as if everything he had experienced until that day 


was of little importance. 


They walked for what seemed like hours, and Karl tried to ask her more questions, but 
the entity only responded with evasive answers. During this time, he could scrutinize her 
appearance more closely. She wore a habit similar to that of priests, and her eyes were 
covered by a hood under which two dark strands of hair were visible. Most interestingly, in 
her right hand, she held what seemed to be a flame inside a translucent crystal resembling 
water. It was supported by a structure made of some kind of dry, dark plant, and when the 
light from the flame illuminated the darkness, part of the luminous path appeared before 


them. 


At one point, the entity stopped, and the light projected by the flame ceased to reveal the 


path. 


Karl stood behind her and waited. 


Suddenly, in the darkness where the path ended, there was a loud noise accompanied by 
vibrations that shook the luminous path. A few feet in front of the woman, a point of bluish- 
green color appeared. It was translucent and spherical, similar to a pearl. The point began to 
rotate and gradually grew larger and flattened until it took on a shape similar to a bowl. It 
had torrents of water of the same color inside, flowing from the circular rim to the center, 


where they disappeared into a point as dark as the surroundings. 


Karl gazed in astonishment at the violent whirlpool of bluish-green water spinning in 
front of the woman at the end of the path. He also noticed that in the space between the end 
and the edge of the vortex, there were what looked like smoky black steps, similar to charred 


stacked logs, one on top of the other. 


"This is the place," the entity said, turning to Karl. "Once you enter this whirlpool, you 


will be able to reach your desired destination." 


"What will happen if I go in there? Will I reach Valhalla? Will I see my family and friends 


again?" Karl asked impatiently. 


"Look within your chest my warrior," the entity responded. "That flame you have there 
is your soul, reflecting all the emotions you've accumulated and others have placed upon you 
throughout your life. The surrounding aura represents all the actions, both good and bad, that 


you've gathered so far. In some tribes, it's known as karma." 


"Karma?" Karl asked, lowering his head and observing his chest, where a flame ofa color 


similar to the one emanating from the water whirlpool glowed. 


"Exactly. Once you pass through this path, all of that will be purified and transformed 
into something better, and you can move on to the next level. Don't be afraid; it happens to 
all creatures, from humans to animals, whether large or small. So please... proceed," the entity 


concluded, extending her left hand to indicate that he should descend into the whirlpool. 


Karl gazed at the whirlpool for a few moments before slowly beginning to walk towards 
it. He descended the dark, smoky steps, and an overwhelming calmness overtook his being, 
preventing him from stopping or turning back. It was as if the water and its colors were 


calling to him. 


Gradually, he immersed himself in the whirlpool of water and felt the warm liquid restore 
the sensation in his body, as if he were returning to the other side. At that moment, he felt 


one by one, his memories returning as he walked. 


Since childhood, he had been able to remember everything he saw, as if the gods had 
blessed him with the waters of Mimir's well and allowed him to retain an image of what he 
saw. Among his memories, he recalled when midwives assisted his mother in bringing him 
into the world, when his father encouraged him to take his first steps, being nursed by his 
mother, helping gather firewood during the winter, eating porridge cooked during the fiercest 
blizzards, witnessing bandits plunder his village, his father being killed by them, his mother 
pierced by an arrow during the crossfire, and watching the fire consume the cabin where they 


had grown up. 


Then came the phase of struggle, in which he encountered seafarers who were hunting 
the raiders, directing them to where the barbarians had gone and describing their appearances 
based on their tattoos and armor. He then traveled with them until they found the raiders and 
saw them massacred by his new tribe. He learned to use axes, to cut wood and meat, to smile 
again, to lose his captain and choose to continue alone as an explorer, to make friends on 


raids, and to form a group with them for hire as protection. 


From here, he went on to meet his wife in a merchant village, get married to her, spend 
their first night together, drink mead after their wedding night, jump for joy upon learning 
they would have a child, witness his birth, name him Leif, teach him everything his father 
had taught him, accept a job of protection and surveillance on a distant coast, fight and be 


struck by a log in the chest before falling onto the ice. 


All of this flowed through his mind as the liquid dissolved his body, and the flame within 


his chest became more and more apparent. 


"Only a little more my warrior, and you'll be able to move on to the next stage," the entity 


said with a maternal and serene voice. 


He was almost reaching the dark, smoky center of the whirlpool. His body was nearly 


dissolved in the liquid, and his flame was practically visible through the hole in his chest. 


At that moment, among all the memories, one resonated more than the others and 
remained, even as the others appeared blurry as they passed through his mind. It was a song, 
one that his mother had sung to him dozens of times during his childhood. She told him it 
was a traditional chant from their tribe dating back to the time of the first men. He 
remembered how he sang the same guttural song when he went on trips with his group, during 
calm nights, stormy ones, while walking through markets, while hunting. He simply liked to 
sing it, regardless of the occasion. It was at that moment that he decided to perform it one 


last time. 


The distinctive tone produced by his throat, combined with the ancient words that not 
even his mother knew the meaning of, resonated within the liquid and reached where the 


entity stood. 


"No... that song..." she said quietly, as she recalled those distinctive sounds that she hadn't 
heard in a long time. "Stop singing it, cease, cross to the end of the journey and pass to the 


other side! Stop singing! Let go of..." 


Before she could finish, the entity felt the path shake beneath her feet. Looking down, 
she noticed how the uniform light was replaced by black cracks spreading rapidly toward the 
greenish water whirlpool. Karl's body, which was almost completely disintegrated, began to 


reform at great speed, piece by piece, and the flame in his chest covered itself until it became 


a mere glow. He was then pulled out of the liquid as if an invisible force was dragging him 


in the opposite direction. 


The entity tried to hold onto the Viking's body while shouting, "Don't come back; you're 
not supposed to come back!" But it was futile. He continued to fly rapidly until he 


disappeared on the horizon of the darkness. 


"This wasn't supposed to happen...not again..." the entity said, gazing into the dark 
infinity with empty eye sockets and emanating a glow similar to the one in the liquid inside 


the water whirlpool. 
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Karl briefly observed as his body floated away from the dark abyss and ascended to a 
place he never thought he'd see so closely. He gradually came to a halt, hovering in another 


dark space, albeit not entirely black. 


Around him, he beheld thousands of shining points. Behind him lay a massive sphere of 
pale gray with darker circles within it. When he turned, a white light illuminated him 
intensely, forcing him to shield his eyes to avoid being blinded. After a few seconds, he 
realized he could observe it without feeling pain and recognized what that light was: the 
sun. Further away, the moon and all around, the stars. That's when he thought to look 


beneath him, and the surprise caused him to scream aloud. 


Beneath his feet lay a colossal sphere, primarily blue but speckled with what seemed 
like stones of greenish and yellowish hues. Some of these were shrouded in slowly moving 
clouds, and at the lower part, a large white stone with dust that extended to touch some of 


the yellowish stones above it. 


Slowly, Karl felt his body starting to descend, and as he fell, the speed increased. It was 
then that he began screaming at the top of his lungs as he observed himself hurtling towards 
one of the stones. It was yellowish with greenish tones around, and some parts covered in 
white dust. Its shape resembled a leaf, detached from the rest as it floated in the immense 


blue of the sphere. 


As he fell for several seconds, Karl ceased screaming and saw himself nearing one end 


of the leaf-shaped stone, reaching a part encircled by what he recognized as ice. 


It was then that he realized these weren't stones but islands, the blue was the sea, and he 
knew exactly where he was going to fall. Up close, he recognized it from a drawing a 


merchant tried to sell him, unaware that Karl would remember it from just one glance. 


"The glacier zone," he muttered to himself as he continued falling until reaching a point 
where warships were visible. Some were docked on the coast, others ablaze. The place was 
littered with dismembered bodies, blood, and entrails strewn across the water and ice. Atop 
one of these ice patches lay his body, surrounded by several people seemingly singing a 
tune that he recognized as the one his mother had taught him. In that moment, he closed his 


eyes and sang that distinctive melody of a forgotten language. 


When he opened his eyes, he beheld his comrades kneeling around him, all surprised to 
see him conscious, so they ceased their singing and drew closer. Some caressed his head, 
others embraced him. His best knife fighter kissed his cheek, and his strongest companion 


leaned in, shedding tears of joy. 


"Guys... if you squeeze me so hard... I might actually die," Karl expressed with 


difficulty while smiling at his men. 


His companions stopped the celebration and stepped back to observe their captain, who 
slowly got up and tried to control his breathing. After a few seconds, he looked at his 


second in command and asked: 


"Hey Agnar, did we win or lose?" 


"You'll be glad to know that, even though we had more casualties than expected, the 
enemy was eradicated, and the area is secure. So, we can claim our payment as agreed with 


the tribe's chief," Agnar responded, looking seriously at his captain. 


"I'm glad... Hey, I want to ask you something else. Were you guys singing the song?" 


"Indeed, we thought it would be a good way to send him off. We thought he would like 
to hear it when he ascended to Valhalla," affirmed a young man with jet-black hair waving 


in the wind. "It seems it wasn't necessary." 


"Oh, Arvid... always so sentimental. Help me up; my butt is freezing here." 


Two of his men crouched down and held him by the arms, then positioned them around 


their necks to provide support. 


They all walked towards the coast where their weapons were strewn. Agnar had taken 


care of picking up his captain's axes and planned to hand them over after they boarded. 


"I suppose now we should go to the chief to claim our payment. Right?" Hjordis asked 


with an excited smile that revealed her sharp teeth. 


"T'll let Arvid take care of that; he's the one who knows how to talk and negotiate," Karl 
replied. "Agnar, make sure to keep an eye on him. I don't want the chief playing dumb and 


trying to betray us." 


"I'll take care of it if necessary, Captain," Agnar responded, firmly gripping a sword 
sheathed at his belt. "You should go to the healers; that blow may have affected you more 


than it seems at first glance." 


"I'll go immediately; if I don't survive, I won't be able to tell you what I saw..." 


That night, while Arvid and Agnar discussed the payment terms with the tribe chief they 
had agreed to protect, Karl rested in one of the healer's tents, gazing at the ceiling and 
recalling everything he had seen on the other side. Initially frightened by the memory of the 
infinite dark void and the alluring calm that prevented him from turning back, he also 


remembered the words of the woman dressed in white. 


"IT know the name of all things and all beings, for someday, I will claim them..." 
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"You got a really hard hit on the head; that's what happened," Signe said, sitting in the 
boat with his companions and the captain at the far end of the circle, recounting what he had 


experienced on the other side. 


"I swear to you, I've been thinking about what happened for two months, and I assure you 


it wasn't a dream or hallucination; it was real," Karl responded confidently. 


"Why are you telling us just now?" Holger asked curiously. 


"Because I wanted everyone to be gathered so I wouldn't have to repeat it many times. 
Now we've set sail, and we're in calm waters. What better time?" Karl suggested, nodding 


towards his men. 


"A blue sphere with islands and clouds?" Arvid asked, holding his chin with his right 
hand. "I've heard that some sages on a peninsula claim the world is round, but many call them 


crazy." 


"So, do we not live in the middle of the Yggdrasil tree? What about Asgard? Valhalla? 
Are you sure you didn't go to Helheim?" Hjerdis asked insistently, approaching Karl with 


wide-open eyes. 


"Sit down, you crazy witch; I have questions too, but I ask them one at a time," Signe 


exclaimed, holding his companion by the shoulder. 


"Who are you calling crazy witch? Snowy hair!" 


"Hey!" demanded Agnar. "Behave; the captain was about to tell us more about his journey 


to the other world." 


At this, the two crew members sat back down without looking at each other while 


remaining silent. 


"Thank you Agnar," Karl continued. "As I was saying, no, I didn't see a Valkyrie riding a 
horse or Hela with her dog Garm waiting for me in Helheim. There was only darkness as far 
as the eye could see, and a woman dressed in white without eyes on her face. She made me 
walk along a path of light until we reached a whirlpool of bluish-green water, and she told 
me to submerge myself. Inside, I felt my memories pass before my eyes, and that's when I 
remembered the song and began to sing it. The next thing I knew, I was floating away from 
the darkness, seeing the stars, the sun, the moon, and below me... the world, so blue and full 


of islands and clouds." 


"Sounds like a dream a feverish child would have," Signe affirmed. 


"But didn't you hear it? He came back because he sang the song with us. We all helped 


him come back to fight again," Hjordis exclaimed. 


"What do you think, Rune?" Arvid asked his companion, who was sitting further back. 


Everyone turned and fixed their gaze on the man with short hair and a dark beard who 


was sitting at the opposite end from his captain. 


"I think it could be true. The problem is that there's only one way to check," Rune said 


calmly. 


"How so?" Holger asked. 


"One of us dies, sings the song, and the others sing it on this side to make him come 


back." 


"I don't think it works that way," Karl replied, looking at the bottom of the boat. "When 
the woman spoke to me, I felt a strange and overwhelming serenity that made me continue, 
as if I had drunk a lot of mead, and one of you was guiding me to my tent, only stronger, and 


I was conscious." 


"And why did you sing the song?" Rune asked. 


"Because it was what I remembered best when my memories passed before my eyes, as 


if that were the clearest memory." 


"Well... I believe that. When it comes to remembering things, no one beats that head of 


yours," Signe said, leaning back a bit. 


"What about the cold? Do you still feel it?" Rune asked, observing his captain intently. 


"I felt it less when we cremated our fallen. It seemed to disappear completely two days 


ago when we left the village," Karl replied. 


"That was strange; he was by a bonfire, and the healers gave him the strongest mead they 
had, but the cold didn't go away. It was as if it were in his head and not his body," Holger 


said, as if narrating a story for a song. 


"My body felt warm, but for some reason, the cold didn't disappear. I still don't know 
what caused it, but I want to think that I'm cured now. Maybe that place just gave me the 
chills; I assure you the chief's face did," Karl concluded with a laugh that infected most of 


his men, although his closest allies remained silent, observing him with seriousness. 


Weeks passed as they sailed through treacherous and icy waters until they reached a dock 
where other ships were disembarking. It was a small settlement, but its vitality was evident 
from afar, with men cutting wood, herding sheep, and hammering metal on anvils. Women, 
on the other hand, were seen weaving, cutting ingredients for food, or watching over children 


running through the hills. It was their home. 


When the men at the dock saw the ship with the sail in the colors of the crew they had 
seen set sail a few months ago, they rejoiced and alerted all the settlement's inhabitants. 
"They're back, they're back!" they exclaimed as they gathered, eagerly awaiting the crew to 


disembark. 


The group in the boat docked, and after securing it with a rope, they began to descend 
one by one. Some carried chests with coins and jewels they had claimed from both their 
contractors and enemies by plundering their ships. Others went straight to greet their families, 


as was the case with Hjordis, who gave her young brother a tight hug while ruffling his hair. 


Once everyone had descended, they showed the villagers the rewards they had acquired 
after providing their services on the other side of the sea. They also informed them about the 
men who fell in battle and how they would distribute their share of the loot to their families. 
The women who belonged to these fallen warriors sobbed in sorrow, while the men shook 
hands with the crew members and thanked them for giving their fallen comrades a proper 


funeral. 


Karl observed from a distance a small figure running along the path to the dock. It was a 


child no older than four, with blond hair and brownish clothes. 


"Leif..." Karl said in a low voice as he ran through the crowd, grabbing the child with his 
hands, lifting him, and spinning his body, eliciting laughter from the little one. "How you've 


grown, you're enormous. Your mother must have fed you well." 


"I did... thanks to you," a warm voice said behind Karl. 


Upon recognizing her, he could only turn slowly and contemplate that solemn figure for 


him, her blond braided hair, blue eyes, and a smile as warm as the first morning of summer. 


"Hilda..." Karl said, approaching to embrace her, still holding Leif in his left arm. 


"Every time you come back you hug me tighter. My body won't withstand three more 
trips," Hilda said, returning the hug and closing her eyes, feeling the warmth of her husband's 


body. 


"I missed you a lot, both of you. I thought I wouldn't see you again..." 


"You say that every time you return from an expedition. And everything always turns out 
well, thanks to you," she affirmed, placing her hand on Karl's face and looking at him 


affectionately. 


"I mean it this time," he replied, holding Hilda's hand with his right hand and slowly 
separating to end the hug. "Things didn't go so well, and I felt a lot of fear, of not seeing you 


again, of leaving you alone in this world. I felt so, so afraid." 


Hilda didn't respond. Instead, she approached Karl and pressed her forehead against his, 
closing her eyes in acknowledgment of his feelings and a demonstration that the worst was 
over, and now he was home. No words were needed for her to convey what she wanted to 


say. 


"Papa... mama... I wanna to watch boat," Leif babbled with his hands outstretched 


towards his father. 


"Wait a little, my little one. Daddy has to pick up some things, and then we'll go to the 
boat. I'll even let you climb aboard if mommy doesn't mind," Karl finished, looking at Hilda 


with an expression seeking her approval. 


"Okay," Hilda replied. "But only for a while. Then you have to come and rest; besides, I 


want you to tell me everything that happened." 


"I will, I promise." 


Karl left Leif with his wife and went to the boat to help his men unload the rest of the 
cargo. During the night, while in his cabin with his wife, both wrapped in their bed and 
warmed by the heat of the fire, Karl took the opportunity to tell her everything he had seen 


on the other side. At first, Hilda just played along, thinking it was one of those dreams he had 


when he passed out after a fall. However, the more she listened, the more she could sense the 
seriousness in his eyes, characteristic of her husband when something truly interested him 


and prevented him from stopping talking for hours on end. When he finished, she asked: 


"What do you think? I sound like a madman, don't I?" 


"So...you didn't see Valhalla, none of the tree's worlds, not even a tree, just ours, which 
is a water sphere with floating islands and below it, a large island made of white ice," Hilda 


said, looking at the cabin's ceiling. 


"T still don't know if it was ice, but it looked a lot like snow." 


"It's hard to believe, but many things you've said are. Like you leading that bunch of 
outcasts even if you have no hint of leadership in you, thinking positively and looking at 
things from all perspectives to find a solution, preferring to defend than attack villages, and 
only plundering your enemies, not innocents. That's something hard to believe for a Viking, 


but you made it possible." 


"So, do you believe me?" he asked doubtfully. 


"I think I can keep an open mind. And if one day I see you from the other side, whatever 
it is, I'll admit you were right," Hilda concluded, covering herself even more with the bed's 


blanket. 


"I love you," Karl expressed, kissing his wife's forehead. 


"Do you know? I was very lonely these months you were gone," Hilda ran her hand over 
Karl's chest while looking at him with a suggestive smile. "Would you like to remind me how 


the warmth of your body feels?" 


"I would love to; you have no idea how much. But the journey left me truly tired, I think 
for everyone. Also, many of my wounds still haven't fully healed. I feel like tonight I would 
give you so little of me that you might be disappointed," he finished, letting go of Hilda's 


hand. 


"I understand. In that case, it's better that you sleep. That way, you'll heal faster. 


Remember that Leif asked you for a little brother some time ago." 


"I'll sleep twice as much if necessary to give it to him before the next winter," he replied 


with a barely audible laugh. 


858 AD, Settlement on the Coasts of Iceland. 


A year had passed since Karl and his group had returned, and many things had happened 


since then. Among these, the worst seemed to afflict Karl's group. 


The first of them was Signe, who got into a fight with some men in a tavern in a 
neighboring village because they mocked his white hair, as had become usual. One of them 


struck him from behind with a wooden club on the back of the head, and he didn't wake up. 


During his time with the healers, the group decided to sing the same song they had sung 
with their captain a year ago. He said it was just a coincidence and didn't make sense to do it 


again, but one of the healers agreed after hearing the song, claiming it belonged to the gods. 


The group then sang the song for several minutes, and at some point, Signe opened his 
eyes and sat up in bed, shouting in terror and sweating profusely. Everyone was surprised 


and congratulated him for returning from the other side. 


Although he was asked many questions afterward, he claimed not to remember anything, 
just that there were two shadows, one white and one bluish-green, and the bluish-green one 
sang the song he recognized, so he followed it. The next thing he remembered was him 


screaming on the healer's bed, his torso bare and covered in sweat. 


This was the first of many misfortunes that befell Karl's group. 


A couple of weeks after Signe's incident, Arvid fell ill with a fever that gradually drained 
his life. When he stopped breathing, the group sang the song, and he awakened a few minutes 


later. His experience was similar to Signe's, though he woke up more calmly. 


The same happened with the others. 


Hjordis fell from a tree while trying to hunt a fox and hit her head; Holger fell through 
thin ice and was pulled from the icy waters when he had stopped breathing; Agnar got lost 
during a blizzard while gathering firewood, and when found, his body resembled an ice block, 
though he still retained internal warmth and had no frostbite on his limbs; Rune saved his 
family from a market fire when they were shopping, but his lungs had inhaled too much 


smoke, and he succumbed. 


All of them were saved by the song. Their bodies grew cold, their breathing ceased, but 
when the guttural notes in that forgotten language were sung, they returned. Some were 
calmer than others, but they all repeated the same story about the two shadows, one white 


and one bluish-green. 


What none of them knew was that Karl had not revealed to them what he saw when he 


sang the song with them. 


When he sang it, he closed his eyes, and if he focused, he could feel a strange warmth 
emanating from the person's body. By desiring that warmth to increase, a faint bluish-green 


glow surrounded the injured person, and they started breathing again. 


Karl himself wasn't sure why this happened, but he chose not to tell his companions for 
fear they would be frightened. When he gazed intensely at those who "returned," he could 
detect the same faint glow on their bodies, though it was so imperceptible that one could 
become accustomed to ignoring it. Still, it was enough to recognize them by it when he saw 


them among the crowds. 


The other crew members were not as fortunate. Some died in combat during an 
expedition, others were devoured by wolves while hunting, and some fell prey to diseases 


that killed them in their sleep privately. They also were poisoned or swallowed by avalanches. 


All their comrades, except for the six who returned, died in a very short period of time. 
The loss was so great that they had to decline requests from other villages and farms for help, 


as they were so few that they would be of no use at all. 
The worst came in the middle of the following spring. 


A group of invaders attacked the settlement. They weren't many, but their plundering 
desires led to the death of some residents who had the misfortune of being near the docks 


when they arrived. 
Karl and his comrades defended the village with bravery. 
Arvid shot as many arrows as his hands allowed until a spear pierced his heart. 


Holger, who was the strongest physically, killed more than one with his bare hands until 
wounds from arrows, knives, and spears caused the more than six-feet tall giant to collapse 


on the ground. 


Signe cut down as many as he could with his swords, but once again, a treacherous blow, 


this time from a hammer, fractured his skull and killed him instantly. 


Hjordis stabbed five with her knives, and when she couldn't pull the blades from their 
corpses, she struck and scratched those in front of her. As they surrounded and stabbed her, 
she lunged and bit one of them in the throat until he stopped moving. They couldn't pry her 


jaws open to release him, so they left the two of them there. 


Rune, who wasn't very good at fighting, helped as many villagers escape as he could. 
When he was cornered by the enemy, he threw very small knives at the heads of his attackers, 


and three of them fell, but the last one cut his throat with his sword. 


Agnar and Karl were the last ones standing. On the enemy's side, only ten men remained, 


and some were not in the best condition to fight, but they refused to retreat. 


"Captain... Rune took care of the villagers; his wife and son too, I saw them," Agnar said 
in a low voice. "I took care of the man who killed Rune, but I don't think I can handle these. 


Nevertheless, I want to give him time to escape if you start the song; I'm sure that..." 


"Don't talk nonsense, Agnar," Karl replied sharply. "You know it only works if your body 
isn't too damaged. We tried it with those who massacred the wolves and the others. We were 
lucky not to be in too bad a shape, but look at our comrades; no song will bring them back. 


I'm going to take as many as I can, and I hope to beat you." 


Agnar, who rarely smiled, looked at his captain with an expression of happiness and then 
brandished his curved saber that he had acquired from a merchant in Constantinople a few 


years ago to begin the attack. 


"I'll be waiting on the other side, sir, much later than me!" were the last words he said 
before wielding his saber alongside his captain, who was spinning his two axes in his hands, 


holding them by the chains on the handles. 


Both fought with tenacity. Agnar managed to decapitate two, cut off one's arm, and 
skewer another's belly before a sword pierced his back. He then dropped his saber and used 
both hands to grasp the enemy's weapon, preventing him from withdrawing it. This gave Karl 


time to drive his axe into the man's skull, causing him to fall to the ground next to Agnar. 


The remaining three men saw the man with the two axes standing before them. He had 
an injury in one of his eyes, cuts in his abdomen, and his left leg trembled. One of them 


panicked and ran away, while the other two attacked with cries. 


Karl narrowly dodged one of their sword strikes and lodged his axe in the man's throat. 
The other managed to cut his abdomen with his spear on the right side under the ribs before 
it pierced him completely. Before it was embedded fully, Karl released his remaining axe, 
dropped to the ground, and used the broken spear to pull it from his abdomen. He then drove 


it into the head of his remaining adversary. 


The last man who remained ran in terror to the dock, intending to jump into the water and 
swim far from the settlement, but at the last moment before diving, he felt the cold blade 


penetrate his back and reach his heart. After that, he fell into the water. 


"It looks like I won... Agnar," Karl said amid dry laughter before reclining on the ground. 


As he lay on the cold ground, Karl slowly felt his clothes and armor becoming soaked 
with blood. He placed his hand on the right side of his abdomen and could sense the blood 
welling up. It was then that he knew; this would be the final feat for which he and his men 


could ever be remembered in a song. 


Amid the slow blinking of his eyes as he gazed at the evening sky, he caught a glimpse 
of a shadow, that of a woman saying things he didn't quite understand. Karl felt warm liquid 


falling onto his face, and he regained his clarity, attempting to sit up. 


"Don't get up," Hilda said through sobs. "Don't worry, the others are on their way; you'll 


be fine, you'll recover." 


"Where... where's Leif?" Karl asked, blood seeping from his lips. 


"He's safe; I left him with Rune's family because I didn't want him to see all this blood. 
Don't talk anymore; the others will come and help you. You have to recover, for me, for the 


four..." 


"Four?" Karl asked with confusion. 


Hilda gently moved her husband's head until it rested on her belly, then she stroked his 


blond hair and said: 


"I realized a few weeks ago. I'm sorry; I couldn't find the right time to tell you." 


Karl started to laugh weakly as he positioned his head so that his ear was directly over 


Hilda's belly. 


"I think it's going to be a girl. If it's a boy, please don't name him after me. It's bad luck... 


and it's already overused." 


"What would you like to name him?" Hilda asked, sobbing even harder. 


"Ylva, that was my mother's name. If it's a boy, name him Byjérn, like my father." 


"T will..." 


Hilda continued to stroke Karl's blond hair for a few minutes as she listened to the other 


settlement members running towards their location. 


"Hey, Hilda... could you sing me the song? ...the one you always hear me singing," Karl 


said with an increasingly weak voice as his eyes closed. 


"You're a fool... don't you forget that you never taught me the song? You always said 
you'd do it after returning from an expedition, and you'd forget it every time you set foot on 


land," Hilda replied, smiling with tears in her eyes. 


"It's true... you always let me enjoy... forgetting." 


Karl's body felt lighter after these words, and his head now lay sideways on Hilda's lap. 
She wept even more loudly. As the townspeople approached to witness the image of those 
who had once been their protectors, all killed in battle, their leader, the kindest of them all, 


now rested beside his wife. 


In the nights that followed the invasion, the townspeople placed the bodies ofall the fallen 
on the boat they had once used to cross the sea. Hjordis's brother, who had trained with Arvid 
in the art of archery, was responsible for shooting the arrow that would cremate the bodies. 
The arrow struck the boat and ignited the dry branches upon which the bodies lay. One of the 
townspeople then sounded a horn, and the women sang a funeral song in their native 


language, giving them a proper rest in the afterlife. 


Although for most aboard the boat, death was just another stage... 


Kingdom of Germany, 1160. 


Darkness, that's what he could only see for a long, long time. 


Although it seemed like days, the truth is that they could have been years, maybe even 


more, the time he spent drifting in that endless darkness. 


The dream he remembered was of floating in the same gloom to which he had been sent 
during the battle in the glacier area. The difference was that this time he could see other 
figures beside him, six in total, all of them translucent white with a bluish-green flame in 
their chests. They were his friends, the same ones he had helped return with the help of the 


song. 


Then he remembered, 'the song". 


He began to chant the guttural melody and watched as the spectral figures of his friends 
opened their eyes and looked at him in surprise. They all tried to speak, but no words came 
from their mouths. Arvid's voice was the first to resonate in Karl's ears; he was singing the 
song, and the others followed suit, realizing that as long as it was the song, they could be 


heard. 


Over time, they devised a way to communicate using parts of the song's verses. It was an 
inefficient method, but sufficient to understand each other. They spent what seemed like days 
going by, reviewing what had happened in their last battle. Some praised themselves, others 
grew angry, and Holger cried, but they felt better knowing they had managed to protect the 


majority of the inhabitants. 


From time to time, they caught sight of that figure Karl had named, the woman in the 
white robe. They noticed her in the distance, walking along the luminous path and guiding 
another person toward one of those whirlpools of water. They tried to get her attention, but 


she didn't respond. 


During one of their conversations, Holger felt his body being drawn toward one of these 
whirlpools that had appeared on the horizon. His friends tried to sing the song, but it was in 


vain; he was gone. 


The same fate befell Signe, Hjordis, and then Karl. 


As he suddenly passed through the water vortex, he briefly observed the woman dressed 
in white. This time, he could see those eyeless sockets with flames the same color as the 
water, looking at him with an expression of frustration and anger. The next thing he felt was 
his body fading away, and the flame within his chest entered the dark center of the vortex in 


which he sank until there was no trace of his presence. 


He found himself in what he believed to be a cave filled with a liquid he thought was 
water, but it felt warm. He could also sense it within his lungs, although it didn't suffocate or 
discomfort him. From time to time, he could move his feet. Although he couldn't see 
anything, he could hear voices speaking a language he didn't recognize. After some time in 
this cave, he could see his surroundings; it was like a well of pink water with red tree branches 


extending all around the place. 


He spent what he thought had been months in this place. Occasionally, he felt his hunger 


subside, and the environment shifted. 


While he remained inside, he managed to remember every single experience with his 
friends, as well as the time he spent in the infinite darkness and how they could barely 


converse thanks to the syllables of the song. 


At one point, he felt the water draining, and his body was pulled beneath him towards a 


light that was growing larger. He tried to scream, but couldn't articulate a word. 


"Puer est!" said a voice as wet hands held his body. Karl kept his eyes closed, feeling the 
sunlight falling on his face. At first, he thought this might be something like Valhalla, but as 


time passed, he realized that this was far from a better life after death. 


They swaddled him, laid him down, and he felt them give him milk to drink. After a few 
hours, he could open his eyes more easily and looked at her; it was the face of a woman who, 


while far from beautiful, exuded warmth and happiness. 


That night, as he slept curled up with the woman, he understood; he was now a baby 
again, or rather, a baby with all his memories intact. He reviewed the events of his life, each 
and every one of them until the day of his death, in addition to that "dream" in which he was 
floating with his friends in the darkness and that terrifying look the woman in white gave him 


before crossing that black whirlpool in the center. 


The following days consisted of him crying and vociferating, depending on what he 


needed. If he needed food, to be cleaned, or simply felt cold, the first thing he did was cry. 


One strange thing he noticed was that the woman who breastfed him on the first day he 
didn't see again after two days had passed; it was as if she had disappeared. The man who 
took over, presumably his father, fed him milk from a wooden bowl. He wasn't sure where it 


came from, but he didn't have many options. 


A few months later, he slowly learned the language. He thought it would be difficult, but 
the words seemed to be etched more easily into his memory the more he repeated them, as if 


it came naturally. 


By the time he reached ten months, he could articulate his first words, the man who cared 


for him was surprised. 


When he turned twelve months old, he could already walk, although with some difficulty. 


The following years passed so quickly that he barely realized when he could speak 
fluently. His father and the woman who cared for him thought he was some kind of sorcerer 


trapped in a child's body, so he decided to act more in accordance with his age. 


During this time, he realized that his mother had died after a very difficult childbirth, and 
he was left alone with his father and a woman from a neighboring farm who they paid to 
watch over him. They provided him with food mainly, as they were in a difficult harvest 
period, and the fiefdom for which Karl's father, now named Henry, worked was one of the 


better-off ones. 


The following years were tough, but nothing that the Viking hadn't seen before. Slavery, 
disease, hunger, harvesting for the winter, and keeping only what was necessary to survive. 


That was how it went until he turned fifteen. 


His father wasn't even 40 years old, but he looked like a 50-year-old. He had married the 
woman responsible for taking care of Karl, although they never managed to conceive a child, 


so their relationship was somewhat distant. Nevertheless, she watched over him. 


Many times, he asked to be taught to read and write, but they told him that this was 


something only nobles were instructed in. 


One afternoon, as he walked through the fields of the village near the town, he saw a cart 
that appeared to belong to the nobility. This was evident from the elegant clothing worn by 
its occupants. It wasn't an uncommon sight, as these roads were used to travel to other 


villages. 


Seated in this vehicle, he observed a young man, finely dressed, more or less his age, 
with well-groomed hair, and looking towards the horizon. But what stood out most about him 


was the faint bluish-green glow, so characteristic that he hadn't seen in a long time. 


Karl stared at him for several moments in disbelief until he tried to follow the carriage. 
He called out to them in the language of that territory, but they didn't stop; they must have 


thought he was a young beggar asking for coins to feed his family. 


In that brief second when he watched the carriage receding, his tongue instinctively 


articulated words he hadn't spoken in a long time. 


"Karl!" he shouted with force. 


Seeing that they didn't stop, he continued, this time using a dialect more characteristic of 


his region. 


"Karl, son of Bjérn, husband of Hilda, father of Leif, friend of Signe, Rune, Hjordis, 
Holger, Arvid, and Agnar!" He spoke everything in the dialect of his land from his previous 


life and with a voice that echoed across the field. 


He stared at the carriage without blinking for a moment, then he saw it come to a stop, 
and the young man inside stood up and turned to look at him. He quickly got off and ran 
towards where Karl was. When he reached Karl, he looked at him with shortness of breath 


and said: 


"Agnar, son of Ulf, second in command of Karl's crew... friend of Karl, son of Bjérn." 


All of this in the same dialect that Karl hadn't heard anyone else speak in a long time. 


The two of them hugged almost instantly, for now they had been reunited, and Karl knew 


he wasn't alone. 


Their reunion was interrupted by Agnar's companions, who got off the carriage and 


approached the two young men. 


"Young master, what are you doing?" asked the burly man who had been sitting next to 
Agnar. "You know you're not supposed to get off the carriage, let alone talk to peasants; they 


could be dangerous and spread diseases." 


"Don't worry, Otto, this is the son of a foreigner I met the other day when I went to the 
market with a servant," Agnar replied, turning to look at the man. "He said he could teach me 


to speak the language they use in Iceland. It might be useful for dealing with northern sailors." 


‘Iceland’. it was the first time he had heard that name in this life's dialect. He remembered 
the place where he had been born being referred to as 'the land of snow’, but neither he nor 
his companions had bothered to learn the name of the country where they were born, so 


hearing it came as a real surprise. 


"Really?" Otto asked, looking at Karl with doubt. The man fell silent for several seconds, 
then let out a deep sigh and continued more calmly. "So, young man, can you speak 


Icelandic?" 


Agnar turned to Karl, signaling subtly for him to switch back to the language of his 


previous life. 


"My name is Karl, son of Bjérn, and I love mead and hitting pompous fat guys like you," 


he said in fluent Icelandic, a mischievous smile on his face. 


Agnar had to place his hand over his mouth to stifle his laughter at his captain's witty 


remark that only the two of them could understand. 


"Incredible, I don't know much Icelandic, but I'm sure that accent is from the northern 


sailors," Otto said, with wide-open eyes. 


"Thank you, sir," Karl said. "My name is Henry, and it would be my pleasure to teach 


" 


you... 


"Frederick, of the Miller family," Agnar interrupted, placing his hand on Karl's shoulder. 


"I hope we get along well, Henry." 


"The same goes for me. By the way, Frederick..." 


"Call him 'Master Frederick,’ young man," Otto said sharply. 


"Excuse me," Karl continued, adjusting his voice and changing to a more respectful tone. 
"Master Frederick, before you go, I'd like to give you a few words of good fortune in our 
language. 'J live in a cabin on the hill behind the field; knock with the settlement's greeting, 


and I'll come out in the evening." He finished with the last sentence in Icelandic. 


"I appreciate your words, even if I don't understand them," Agnar replied. "We have to 


arrive before sundown, so we must leave immediately. It was good to see you, Henry." 
"The same goes for you, Agn... Master Frederick." 


Agnar returned to the carriage with Otto, and Karl watched it move away until it 


disappeared over a hill on the trail. 


Three nights later, Karl heard a knock at his door, a rhythmic pattern typical of his 
settlement. There stood Agnar, dressed in more modest clothing and accompanied by a guard 
from his house. Agnar explained to Karl that this was a trusted family friend who had agreed 
to let him visit as long as he accompanied him. Karl didn't object and told them to go to the 


barn. Once there, the guard remained at the entrance while the young men conversed. 


Karl recounted what had happened after they separated, how he was reborn, remembering 
everything as if it had been just another stage of his life. He spoke of his mother, who died 
after giving birth to him, of his father, of hunger, of work, and how many times he didn't 


know if he would ever see any of his comrades again. 


Agnar told him that he had been through something similar, the rebirth and doubts, but 
in his case, he returned as the son ofa noble family, the Miillers, although he was the youngest 
of nine siblings. They all made his life as difficult as possible to secure the succession. He 


also apologized for what his captain had to go through and for taking so long to reunite. 


"Can you teach me to read?" Karl asked during their conversation. 


Agnar tried to dissuade him, as he had found it challenging to learn these disciplines and 


other languages as time went on. However, after some insistence, he agreed. 


"We have to find the others," Agnar said before the time he had agreed with his guard to 


visit the farm ended. 


Karl didn't hesitate for a second and said he would do it, though he would need Agnar's 
help, because he would have to travel extensively to notice if anyone emanated the glow by 


which they could be recognized. 


So time passed. During the nights when Agnar could sneak away to visit him, he taught 
Karl to read and write in Latin since it was the regional language. In addition to that, they 


worked together to make a plan to find their comrades. 


Agnar doubted whether their encounter was just a coincidence and if the others might be 
much farther away or even dead. However, Karl told him that if a fool like him had survived, 
the others had too, and Vikings knew how to find their way home, so they would reunite for 


sure. 
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A year passed after their first meeting. Karl had learned to read and write thanks to 
Agnar's guidance. Agnar also brought him food, money, and fabric from time to time, which 
improved Karl's living conditions and, as he worked on the farm, his physical strength 
increased. He was starting to resemble the sturdy Viking who had sailed the seas in his earlier 


life, although he still had a long way to go to reach adulthood. 


On one of those nights, Agnar visited the barn in a somewhat different state than usual. 
He seemed more agitated than before, his well-groomed black hair resembling that of the 


witches from legends, and his breathing was rapid. 


"I think I found him!" Agnar said with a nervous smile on his face. 


"Found who?" Karl asked. 


Agnar then told his captain about the leader of a bandit group who was to be executed in 
a few days. This person had very peculiar characteristics: white hair like snow and dual- 


wielding swords. 


"Signe!" Karl exclaimed with excitement. "It has to be him. I don't know anyone crazy 


enough to use a sword in each hand, and that hair... I'm sure it's him." 


"It might not be true. I haven't seen it with my own eyes, and you know how information 


changes when passed by word of mouth," Agnar stated. 


"We have to go see him. Where is he? When are they going to execute him?" 


"Calm down. If what they say is true, they'll hold him in the neighboring village, and 
they'll behead him in a week. I think they'll let him starve and tie him to a tree trunk before 


they kill him. They're very cruel when it comes to punishing those who steal from nobles." 


That night, Karl and Agnar discussed their plan to save their potential comrade. They 
planned to go to the village where he was held and see the location where he was tied up. If 


it turned out to be him, they would free him, no matter the cost. 


Due to the dangerous nature of the task, Karl suggested they bring weapons. Agnar then 
called his guard and asked him to unwrap a blanket and show its contents to his friend. He 
presented two black metal axes with handles made of alderwood and gray chains at the lower 


end. 


In Latin, Agnar told Karl that they were for cutting firewood, a discreet way to avoid 
alarming his guard. Karl took the weapons wrapped in the cloth and thanked his friend with 


a bow. 


They agreed to meet at dawn at the same place of their first encounter, from which they 


would depart to the village where the white-haired man was held. 


Karl arrived first, as expected, clad in new clothes crafted from the fabric Agnar had 
gifted, sewn with assistance from his stepmother. The two axes were concealed in a hide 


pouch fastened to his waist at the perfect height for quick drawing if the occasion demanded. 


Agnar arrived afterward in a carriage different from the one he usually used on his way 
back home, having paid a farmer a few coins for the ride to the village. During their journey 
through the hills and wooded areas separating the settlements, the two comrades conversed 


about their plans upon arrival. 


According to the rumors Agnar had picked up, the bandit would be guarded by some 
soldiers and, indeed, bound to a log for a few days before his beheading. Moreover, it was 
rumored that he'd be in the center of the village, exposed enough for the locals to humiliate 


him without causing harm. 


"That's perfect," affirmed Karl, smiling mischievously. "I can handle a few guards, then 


all I have to do is free Signe. We'll figure out our way out of the city." 


"I think you're pushing our luck a bit too far," responded Agnar. "Besides, I think you've 


forgotten that I'm coming with you." 


Agnar then turned and searched behind the seat for an elongated object wrapped in a gray 
blanket and tied with reed ropes. He untied it, letting the cover fall to reveal a sheathed blade. 
It had golden finishes over a brown hue. Slowly, he drew the sheath to display the blade, a 


curved, opaque metal ending in a point similar to a butcher's knife. 


"Is that... a sword?" inquired Karl. 


"Something similar. The word they use here is saber. It's more for cutting than cleaving 


bones." 


"It looks like the one you had when we fought in the other life. The one you bought from 


that sailor in Constantinople." 


"That's why I chose it. I was never good with the swords the other Vikings used. Signe 
was a prodigy, handling one in each hand, despite their weight and difficulty to maneuver. 
Yet, with this saber, my movements feel natural, as if not a day has passed since we fought 


on our land." 


"I hope I haven't rusted. I couldn't use many axes on the farm, only scythes and sickles 


for cutting wheat, so I didn't have time to practice." 


"Don't worry, I know you. I know you'll fight appropriately, and I know everything will 
turn out well. With you, things like tedium and routine cease to exist. It's as if the gods have 


blessed you with very erratic luck that you've learned to wield." 


"I hope I haven't lost it, because I wouldn't know how to navigate this world without it," 


Karl concluded with a laugh. 


They continued talking about various things until they reached the entrance of the village. 
There, a couple of guards asked them the purpose of their journey, and they simply stated 
that Agnar had come to visit a sick uncle, and Karl was his bodyguard. A small bribe was 


necessary, but eventually, they were allowed to pass. 


Agnar told the carriage owner that he could leave since they planned to stay until night. 
The owner didn't ask questions and left after receiving the other half of his payment. They 
walked through the village for a few minutes, making sure to pay close attention to any signs 


of the condemned. 


As they strolled through the streets, they noticed the large number of shops and 
businesses. It seemed to be a more commercial place than the village where Karl lived, which 


was mainly focused on agriculture and livestock. 


At one point, they saw a group of children running among the people. One of them tripped 
and started crying, prompting Karl to approach and help the child up. The child thanked him 
and asked if he wanted to go see the show. Karl looked at him with doubt and inquired about 
it. 

They walked a bit further with the child, reaching an area surrounded by a fence, guarded 
by five guards who kept the crowd away. The child pointed to a tree, instructing the two to 
follow him. He climbed the tree and sat on a branch facing the fenced area. Karl and Agnar 
climbed with some difficulty to the upper branches, sitting as comfortably as they could. It 


was then that Karl stared intently at the condemned. 


"Karl, tell me... Is it him?" Agnar asked impatiently. 


The young man tied to the trunk looked more like an animal than a human. His white hair 
was long and filthy, his already low-quality clothes were torn and covered in mud, blood, and 
feathers. His mouth was smeared with blood, and his eyes reflected a fury and desperation 
akin to a wolf protecting its pack. Most importantly, unlike the other people in the crowd, 


there was a bluish-green glow around him, which made Karl smile with joy. 


No words were necessary. When Agnar saw him, he knew they had found the right one. 


"So, do we stick to the plan?" Agnar asked. 


"If you can call it a plan," Karl replied. 


Hours passed; people stopped crowding, children, including the one who helped the 


travelers, went back to their homes, and the guards changed shifts. 


Signe had remained still, with closed eyes. Apart from the sound of his breathing, nothing 
else could be heard. One of the doves fluttering near the area slowly approached where he 
was. It fixed its gaze on his mouth, where there was a wriggling earthworm between the mud- 
covered lips. The dove flew and perched on Signe's shoulder, then brought its beak close to 


the condemned's mouth. 


In a swift motion, he sank his teeth into the bird's neck, causing it to wriggle and flutter 
in desperation. In a matter of seconds, the dove's body stopped moving, and blood flowed 
under its neck. Signe began to bite into the bird's flesh, chewed, swallowed, and spat out the 


feathers and other parts he couldn't ingest. 


"It's disgusting..." one of the guards said before spitting on the ground. 


"It seems like he's been doing it since they tied him up," another guard replied. "He's 
more animal than man. I can't wait to see if that gives him enough energy for the day of the 


execution." 


"Five days eating, what? three doves a day and without any water? He'll barely be able 


to move." 


"Hey, it's better than what I ate as a child. If we were lucky, my father brought us dry 


bread, and he only beat us twice." 


Both guards burst into laughter while Signe remained tied to the post, staring at the 


ground. 


During the following minutes, the sun set behind the hills, and the villagers began to light 


torches. One of the guards turned to look at the condemned and asked: 


"What did the kid do? No one wanted to tell me when I asked." 


"Apparently, the brat killed a noble who mocked his hair when passing through the 
territory of the bandits he led. I also heard he killed his father when he was only ten; the guy 


hit his mother or something." 


"Just for that? How sentimental. My father used to beat my mother when he was happy. 


You don't want to know what he did when he was angry." 


"The point is, since then, he took charge of the bandits. Have you heard of them? 'The 
Sons of the Wolf,' that's what they call themselves. They say they're still in the forest, and 
that's why we were hired. If they come for their leader, we'll alert the others and use him as 


a guarantee to keep them away." 


"Do you think the five of us will be enough to watch him?" 


"Of course," the guard affirmed, turning to his other colleagues. "Besides, we just have 


to wait until we change shifts..." 


The guard fell silent upon seeing the image of his companions lying on the ground next 


to the fence they were guarding just a few seconds ago. 


"Hey, alert the others... I think they came to get him...!" 


The guard turned to look at his companion, whose neck was encircled by Karl's arm, 
squeezing it tightly as he tried unsuccessfully to break free. Agnar then delivered a powerful 


blow to the head from behind to the guard still standing, instantly bringing him down. 


"I told you it would work," said Karl, still holding onto the guard who was slowly losing 


consciousness. 


"Yeah, yeah," replied Agnar, climbing over the fence. "Let's move quickly before a 


curious villager comes by." 


The two walked over to where Signe was, who still hadn't moved. Agnar unsheathed his 
sword and used it to cut the bindings that held his companion to the trunk. Karl held Signe 
by the shoulders and tried to make eye contact. Signe slowly lifted his gaze through his long 
white hair and looked at Karl. Suddenly, Karl felt his body pushed by Signe's, followed by 


strong hands gripping his throat and bestial screams coming from Signe's mouth. 


Agnar hurried to hold his companion under the arms, but Signe possessed a strength that 
surpassed them. Karl's throat grip loosened just enough for him to articulate his words and 


say: 


"Signe... it's us... Karl and Agnar, your comrades." 


"Listen to us, we came to help you, we're back... we're here," Agnar said in the same 


language, still holding onto him. 


Signe gradually stopped moving erratically and submitted to Agnar's grip, who released 


him after seeing that he had calmed down. 


"Friends... Is it you?" asked Signe with a broken voice, raising his gaze. 


"It's us, we're with you now," Karl told him, having crouched to look him directly in the 


eyes. 


"We went through tough times too, but we're here, and we won't be separated again," 


Agnar affirmed confidently, lowering himself to the same level as his friend. 


Signe could only bring his arms closer and hug his companions tightly, breathing with 


difficulty. 


"I was... alone... for a long time... I thought it was all a dream. My father in this life, my 


mother... it wasn't easy." 


"We know, friend," Karl said, holding his arm. "We'll help you, but first, we need to get 


out of here. It's not safe." 


"That's right, can you stand?" Agnar asked. 


Signe stood up, tied his hair into a ponytail with a piece from his clothes, then jumped 


over the fence and picked up one of the guards' spears. 


"By the way," Signe said, kicking the head of the unconscious guard. "I killed him at the 


age of eight, not ten." 


The three started running through the village, making sure to attract as little attention as 
possible. They navigated through dark and solitary alleys, checking the corners where guards 


were positioned and scouting potential exits. 


"I think we can escape through the river. It leads to the forest," Signe suggested, chewing 


on one of the many apples he had between his arm and chest. 


"We could, but there are too many people on the bridge connecting the village to the 
river," Agnar affirmed. "If only we could create a distraction, maybe we could slip away 


unnoticed." 


Both Signe and Agnar stared at Karl, who was skillfully twirling a piece of fabric until 
he launched the stone it contained with a deft motion. The object flew and hit a horse in the 
eye, causing the animal to throw its rider and move erratically amid neighs and kicks, making 


the crowd move away in panic. 


"Follow me," Karl said, running towards the bridge. 


Signe and Agnar followed his lead, a bit confused. Before they knew it, they had crossed 
the bridge and reached the river at the forest entrance. They stopped and looked at each other 
for a moment before bursting into laughter, to the point that Signe dropped some of the apples 


he had recently stolen from a stall. 


"By the gods. I've missed those crazy ideas of yours, Captain," Signe exclaimed with a 


smile. 


"It seems like nothing has changed in these years," added Agnar. 


"What can I say? I'm still the distracted and creative bastard you love," Karl affirmed. 


The three companions stayed in the forest while Signe finished eating and drank some 
water from the river, cleaning up a bit in the process. After finishing, they continued the 


conversation: 


"What do we do now?" Agnar asked. "I was thinking of leaving Signe in your barn while 


we figure out what to do with him." 


"That might be a good idea. He could wait there until we get him some clothes and 


weapons," Karl replied. 


"I actually have a better idea," Signe commented. "I think we should go for Hjordis; I'm 


pretty sure I saw her not too long ago." 


Both Agnar and Karl stared at him intensely. Signe continued: 


"I lead a group of bandits. If you knew about me, I'm sure you've heard of us, the Sons of 
the Wolf. We collect tolls for crossing territories and steal from pompous rich people who 
don't deserve their wealth. The other day, one of them was traveling with his family, and 
among them was a handmaid. The handmaid's daughter, a girl about my age, confronted us 
with a couple of kitchen knives. As if that wasn't enough, I heard her curse in our language. 
I tried to talk to her, but one of those pigs insulted me because of my hair color, and that's 


when I killed him, and they captured me." 


"Do you know anything about those nobles? Their last name or maybe their crest?" Agnar 


asked curiously. 


"The guy I killed mentioned a very long surname that I can't remember, but they had 


ornaments that looked like a white bird on a green background, guards, and the carriage too." 


"The Meyer family. They have a swan symbol and a shield of green color. It must be 
them. I heard that the next heir of the family had died, but I didn't know you were the one 


who killed him." 


"Yeah, what can I say? The fat one deserved it." 


"Agnar, do you know where they live?" Karl asked. 


"I know that my father in this life has done business with them, but I'd have to ask him 


directly. I'm sure my brothers wouldn't tell me even if they knew. Anyway, we should get out 


of this forest first. I have no doubt they've already realized what we did, and they won't take 


long to look for us." 


"Well, let's go then. I've eaten, so I have the strength to continue," Signe said, picking up 


the spear he had taken from the guard. 


The three of them then traversed the forest illuminated by the light of the full moon. This 
allowed them to see the path better and be aware of possible threats in the surroundings, both 


animal and human. 


They walked aimlessly for hours until they saw the sunlight rise over the hills. At that 
moment, they heard steps on the leaf-covered ground. The three became alert, hands hovering 
near their weapons. Then, they heard the cry of an animal running nearby. It was fast, moving 


at such a speed that it looked like a black blur among the trees. 


They felt the cries stop, along with the steps on the leaf-covered ground. In response, they 
silently moved toward where the creature should be. There, they found what seemed to be a 
woolly boar pierced by an arrow. Signe crouched down and tried to touch the wooden object 
but, before doing so, felt a gust of wind causing his hair to wave. He turned to see another 


arrow stuck in the ground near him. 


"That's my prey," said a voice in the distance. "It's better if you leave; I'm aiming for your 


head." 


The three companions turned to the direction of the voice. 


Standing on a small hill was a young man with black hair flowing in the morning breeze. 
He wore clothes that seemed made of animal skins and other forest elements. He held a very 


long wooden bow in his left hand and carried his quiver in the right side of the torso. 


"It seems you're lost. This is my hunting territory," the young man said. "You'd better 


leave. At this hour, the preys are less aware, and I must take advantage of that." 


"Arvid?" Karl asked. 


The serious expression on the young man's face turned into one of astonishment as soon 
as Karl uttered those words. Signe and Agnar looked at each other with confusion before 


turning their gaze back to the archer. 


"Captain?" the young man asked in Icelandic. 


"Arvid!" 


"Captain!" 


Arvid released his bow and arrows to start running towards Karl, who embraced him with 


his arms and gave him a strong hug while lifting him into the air. 


"I thought... I thought I wouldn't see you again," Arvid said, shedding a couple of tears. 


"None of that, we're too stubborn to leave things unfinished, aren't we? Guys," Karl 


expressed, stopping carrying Arvid. 


His two companions nodded as they observed their friend. 


"I suppose you are Signe. That hair of yours is unmistakable," Arvid said, turning to look 
at Signe. "And I guess, by that curious sword you carry, you must be Agnar. I see you still 


prefer that type of weapon." 


"Exactly," Agnar replied. 


"How did you know who I was? I'm not the only one who uses a bow and arrow in this 


area, and my face is not the same as before." 


"I can see a kind of glow around your bodies," Karl responded. "It's the same bluish- 


green color we saw connecting our bodies when we were floating in the infinite darkness." 


"That's right," Agnar added. "That's how he knew who I was; he told me about it a few 


months ago." 


"I see. So, there's a way to find our comrades," Arvid said, placing his hand on his chin. 


"We still need Hjordis, Holger, and Rune, or am I mistaken?" 


"No, but I might know where Hjordis is," Signe affirmed. "That's why we were walking 


around this area; we need to get out of this forest to go look for her." 


"In that case, leave it to me. I know all the paths in the area; we'll be out of here in the 


blink of an eye." 


Arvid then guided his companions through the forest paths. The way was confusing and 
full of dangerous areas to traverse, but thanks to his directions, they were able to continue 


without getting lost or injured. 


They arrived at a cabin near the forest's limits, along the path leading to the next village. 


There, Arvid invited them to enter. 


The place was filled with animals hanging in various places, as well as furs and branches. 


Despite this, it emitted a pleasant aroma of aromatic leaves. 


"Come in; it'll only take a moment," Arvid said while checking various parts of the cabin 


for something. "I've been collecting meat to dry and eat during the winter, as well as 


poisonous berries, medicinal plants, and other useful elements within the forest. I'll take 


some; we might need them." 


"Do you not have parents?" Signe asked, observing the inside of the cabin. 


"They died a couple of years ago. A bear killed them when we were exploring the 


mountain. Since then, I've dedicated myself to practicing with the bow." 


"Is that the bear?" Karl asked, spotting the bear head skin above the fireplace. 


"Yes, that's the one," Arvid replied while storing many things in a leather bag. "I had to 
wait for it to hibernate, but I made sure to kill it without pain. I think it was the most merciful 


thing to do." 


The cabin's guests looked at each other for a moment, surprised by what Arvid had told 


them. Almost immediately after, he said: 


"I'm ready. Come, I know which paths lead to the nearby villages." 


After this, he left the cabin, followed by his companions. 


While walking along the path, Agnar stopped a man in a cart and paid him to take them 
to the next village. During the journey, they talked about the experiences they had gone 


through. 


Karl's life on the farm, Agnar's family, who, despite being nobles, treated him with 


disdain, especially his eight older brothers. 


Signe's birth into her father's bandit group, being the son of his wife, who was the only 
person who cared for him. So, when he saw his father mercilessly beating her, he stabbed 


him in the throat and took his place as the leader despite his young age. 


Arvid spoke more in-depth about his family; apparently, they were nomads who decided 
to settle in the forest after he was born. They engaged in farming and hunting. He showed 
talent with the bow and arrow, just as he did when he lived in Iceland. The rest of the story 


they already knew it. 


Everyone except Arvid used the time to sleep, as they hadn't been able to rest between 
the escape and walking through the forest all night. They huddled on the planks at the back 


of the cart and rested while their companion kept watch. 


A few hours later, they reached the town where, according to Agnar, the Meyer family 
had their main house. In addition to paying for the trip, Agnar bought some fabrics from the 
carriage driver to trade. He agreed, then departed. With the fabrics, the four improvised 


cloaks to cover themselves once inside the town, attracting less attention. 


They entered without much difficulty as the security was not as strict as in the previous 
town. They asked for directions from various people, from merchants to local guards, and 
after much investigation, they found the location of the Meyer family's house, where their 


companion should be. 


It took them a couple of hours, but they managed to find the place, a large house built 


with good materials, displaying the swan emblem on a green background in various places. 


The four climbed the trees outside the property and observed the place for any clues that 


could help them enter or, failing that, get their companion's attention. 


"How are we supposed to proceed?" Agnar asked. "This place is much larger and more 


guarded than where they had Signe." 


"I suggest we wait until night, kill anyone in our way, and then look for her," Signe said 


with an indifferent expression. 


"We can't just kill because they're in our way," Arvid affirmed. "They may have family 


and friends. In the worst case, we leave them unconscious." 


"Maybe we should pretend to be one of those living inside and look for Hjordis," Karl 
suggested. "It seems to be the safest and most effective, although we would need their clothes 


and know where she is." 


While discussing how to infiltrate, they heard shouting nearby. They stayed quiet as they 
heard a female voice cursing in Latin and Icelandic. It was then that they realized they had 


found her. 


The group descended from the trees and followed the commotion until they sensed it 
came from a small cabin behind one of the walls on the property. They climbed it, using their 
bodies as a makeshift ladder. Once inside, they headed to the cabin where the noise 


originated. No longer hearing the curses, only the sounds of dull blows. 


Agnar slowly opened the wooden door, and the midday sun revealed an image none of 
them expected. There stood a young woman with brown hair, holding what seemed to be the 
broken leg of a wooden chair covered in blood. Her servant-like clothes were stained and 


disheveled, especially the skirt, which appeared to have been torn recently. 


On the floor lay an adult man in fine clothes stained with red, his sweaty and tear-streaked 


face showing no signs of life. 


The young woman turned suddenly and saw the four intruders with faces full of terror 


and astonishment. She gripped the piece of wood in her hand and charged toward them. The 


intruders quickly entered the cabin and restrained her arms and legs. Arvid closed the door 


behind him and then helped his companions to contain the young woman. 


"Is it her?" Arvid asked Karl, who was struggling to hold her leg. 


"Yes, it's her. She emits the same glow as you guys," Karl responded between exertion 


sounds. 


"Hjordis, calm down. It's us. We came to help you," Agnar exclaimed as he held the young 


woman's arm, still clinging to the piece of wood. 


Hjordis didn't stop resisting the grip of the four; she was highly agitated, growling like 


an animal and twisting in an attempt to break free. 


After a couple of minutes of this struggle, Signe stared at her intensely and shouted in 


Icelandic: 


"Listen, you damn savage! We came all the way here for you, so you better stop screaming 


and stay still, or I'll make sure you do it the hard way. Got it?" 


Slowly, Hjordis stopped struggling and ceased her screams to look at her companion and 


then ask: 


"Signe? Is that you?" 


What followed was the others releasing their grip, and she embraced Signe with her arms, 


sobbing softly on his shoulder. 


Everyone was surprised by this act because she was not known for being sentimental, 
especially with Signe, with whom she had a very rough relationship since they knew each 


other in their past lives. 


Hjordis pulled away from Signe, wiped her tears, and then looked at the other three young 


men around her, who were gazing at her with friendly and warm expressions. 


"Why did you take so long, idiots?" she asked sarcastically with a forced laugh. 


"Apologies, it was challenging to locate you," Agnar said as he handed her a piece of 


fabric with which she wiped her face. 
"You should thank me," Signe asserted. "Without me, you wouldn't have found her." 


"Oh... I remember you now," Hjerdis exclaimed. "You were the one who raided our 
caravan a few days ago. I heard they were going to execute you. For that white mane of 
yours's you definitely have to be a Signe, the blonde one must be the captain, the one with 


the bow Arvid and the pretty boy Agnar or Rune." 


"I'm Agnar. We still haven't found Holger or Rune. By the way, what happened here? 


Why did you kill that guy?" 


"Well, after that savage killed my master the other day, his brother was named the next 
heir of the family. Let's say power got to his head, and these last few days, he made many 
changes in the house. Today, he decided he needed a younger wife, and I was the 'chosen' 


one. So, when I came to get some things from this cabin, he tried to rape me." 


The four boys let out a groan, expressing discomfort. Signe took a few steps toward the 


corpse and spat with disdain at its face lacking warmth and color. 


"Signe..." Arvid retorted with displeasure. 


"I just wanted to see if the bastard was still alive." 


An object flew from behind where Signe was standing and lodged itself between the dead 
body's legs. The others turned to Karl, who had his hand extended precisely in the direction 


where the thrown axe had landed. 


"It seems to me he's pretty much dead," Karl affirmed. "I'm sorry, friend. It must have 


been tough for you," he concluded with great empathy. 


"Nah... he took too long," Hjerdis continued. "He was afraid of his brother, who took care 
of his 'merchandise,' so he never laid a finger on me... until now. Fortunately, I kicked him in 
the balls and made him beg while I shoved this chair leg into his chest. If I had my knives, I 


would've done better." 


"Wait," Arvid interrupted. "You said, 'merchandise'?" 


"Yes, in this life, my mother is a slave who had me with a servant of the house, who was 


murdered when she was pregnant. They raised me to be part of the servitude along with her." 


"That's terrible." 


"Yeah, but there's nothing we can do to change the past. So, what's the plan?" Hjordis 


asked. 


"So far, we only planned to find you," Karl said. "We hadn't even thought about how to 


get in here until we heard you scream." 


"What if you help me take this house? They have a lot of money, and we only need to 


protect my mother; the others, we can kill, and we can just loot everything else." 


"Again with the killing," Arvid said with some annoyance in his tone. 


"I say it because, except for her, no one else in the house is anywhere near a good person." 


"I don't think it's such a bad idea," Signe said. "I hate agreeing with her, but from what I 


know, the people in this family are anything but good people." 


Karl was about to say something when his words were interrupted by a loud noise echoing 


outside the cabin. The five got up and headed to the door. 


Upon exiting, they heard people screaming, and various things were breaking. They 
began to walk through the garden, where they saw different things that indicated something 
bad was happening. A chair was thrown out of a window, a man running with a knife stuck 


in his arm, a couple of horses agitated in their pens. 


"What's happening?" Agnar asked, gripping the hilt of his sword. 


"I have no idea. I swear I didn't do anything... besides killing that bastard back there," 


Hjordis affirmed. 


The group quickly walked around the house until they came across a woman lying on the 
ground. She wore a uniform of the same gray shade with white details as Hjordis. Hjordis 


knelt beside her and asked: 


"Mother, are you okay?" 


The woman struggled to get up, caressed Hjordis's face, and asked why she looked so 
disheveled. Hjordis told her that she would explain later, helped her walk, and informed her 
that the young people behind her were her friends. The woman was confused but didn't say 


much more due to the shock of everything happening at that moment. 


Signe and Karl pushed open a door through which the six passed. There, they observed 
various people running, some took advantage of the open door to escape. Among them were 


servants, slaves, and members of the family. 


At one point, the hallway fell silent, devoid of people running through it. It was just them 
walking, attentive to any changes in the environment. Then they appeared, several men, all 
looking terrifying with faces that exuded aggression. They entered through different 
entrances, but all gathered at the opposite end of the hallway from where Karl and his group 


were. 


"Who are you?" one of the men, wielding a sword, asked. He looked more menacing than 
the others, with his blond hair tangled like an untrimmed bush, and his face bearing several 


scars from cuts. 


"That's what I was going to ask," Karl said aggressively, drawing his two axes from the 


bag he carried. 


The others unsheathed their respective weapons and assumed a fighting stance. Hjordis 
picked up two kitchen knives from the floor and positioned herself in front of her mother, 
gripping them firmly. The tension in the air was almost palpable; the two groups stared at 


each other, waiting for someone to make the first move to start the fight. 


Hjordis's mother could do nothing more than breathe heavily behind her daughter. After 


a few seconds, Signe stepped in front of Karl, dropped his spear, and then asked: 


"Vulpis? Is that you?" 


"Chief?" the man with the sword on the other side of the hallway asked. 


"Do you know each other?" Karl inquired, still wielding his axes. 


"They're my group, you know, 'the sons of the wolf.' I told you about them," Signe replied, 


extending his arm toward the other end of the hallway. 


"Oh, I remember," exclaimed Hjerdis, lowering the knives. "They were the ones who 


attacked the caravan we were on the other day." 


"You're the girl the boss wanted to take," Vulpis affirmed. "Are you perhaps his 


concubine?" 


Both Signe and Hjerdis loudly denied this, while Hjordis's mother observed with 
confusion. The rest of their companions had to contain their laughter at the man's out-of- 


place question. 


"Shut up, Vulpis," Signe said, walking toward him. "Do you want to tell me what you 


guys are doing here?" 


It was then that Vulpis explained to Signe how they had planned to kidnap the owner of 
the house to use him as leverage for his life. That's why they invaded the house, and when 
they couldn't find him, they were forced to destroy the entire property to make him come out. 
Signe informed them that Hjerdis had killed the man they were looking for, and his other 


allies had freed him, so there was no need to destroy the residence or kidnap anyone. 


Both groups lowered their weapons and headed to the main hall, where they sat in chairs 
around a wooden table. Hjordis's mother prepared tea for everyone and served it in the cups 


that hadn't been destroyed during the raid. 


"My mother makes the best tea," Hjordis asserted, taking a sip from a cracked cup. 


"I can tell; it's delicious. Right, guys?" Arvid said, observing both his companions and 


Signe's men. 


Everyone gave various affirmative and thankful responses while enjoying the tea. 


Hjordis's mother thanked them with a warm smile. 


"And now what?" Vulpis asked, still holding his tea. 


"I say we loot everything and get out," Hjordis suggested. "It's the best thing we can do 


" 


now. 


"Anne! What are those manners? I don't think I raised you like that," exclaimed Hjordis's 


mother. 


"Sorry, Mother." 


"Anne?" Karl asked. 


"Yes, I suppose your mothers also gave you guy names. Isn't that right?" 


"I apologize for my companions," Arvid said. "I'm Gaston, the blond guy is Henry, the 
young man with the sword is Frederick, and the one who helped us stop the confrontation 


" 


iS... 


"Wolf," Signe answered. 


"Wolf... it's a bit hard to explain right now, but let's say we're allies of Anne. I hope we 


get along well," Arvid finished, taking another sip from his tea. 


"Well, I'm glad my daughter made friends with such... eye-catching young men," 
Hjordis's mother admitted, looking at the group. "Honestly, I was worried that her rebellious 


attitude would prevent her from socializing, even with our social status." 


"Now that we've clarified that, I think it's time to talk about something truly important," 
Agnar said, getting up and walking toward one of the windows. "I think it's best if we leave 


quickly." 


"Why do you say that?" Vulpis asked. 


"Because I haven't seen any guards enter the house, and they're not outside either. That 
makes me think they might have gone to request reinforcements, and when they arrive, they'll 
surround the house. It's something nobles do when their properties are invaded. I've seen it a 


couple of times, and it doesn't end well for the invaders." 


"The rich have more pride than money," Signe remarked. "But this time, I'm not deciding 


anything. I think it's up to you, Kar... I mean, Henry." 


The bandit group turned their attention to Karl, who continued sipping his tea, unaware 
of what his companion had just said. Once he noticed their distraction, he lowered the cup 


and spoke: 


"Alright... I think we should stay." 


"Are you crazy?" Vulpis asked. "You heard the sword guy; they're coming, and they'll 
surround us, then kill us. We'll be easy prey. I say we better escape while we have the chance 


and take whatever we can carry with us." 


"I know, but they might already have the village exits guarded. If that's the case, escaping 


would be very difficult. Besides, there's something they don't know that we do." 


"What is it?" Vulpis asked curiously. 


"The next heir of the family is still in the house. He's dead, but they don't know it. We 


can say he's our hostage." 


"Who? Master Roderick? Is he dead?" Hjordis's mother asked with concern. 


"Yes, my fault. I killed him," her daughter affirmed casually. "He must be in the cabin 


where we store the wood." 


Hjordis's mother collapsed to the floor in shock at what she had heard. Both her daughter 


and Arvid approached to check on her. Meanwhile, Karl continued: 


"I think this plan would allow us to have a temporary refuge, a place that keeps us safe 


and gives us time to think about how to make our way out of the village. What do you think?" 


"What do I think? I think you're insane," Vulpis replied. 


The young man noticed how Karl's companions unsheathed their weapons, aiming them 
at him in disapproval of what he said to their captain. Even Signe, who was his closest 


associate, expressed disagreement. Stammering, Vulpis said: 


"I-I apologize," changing his tone to a more respectful one. "Although I do think it's a 


bold idea. Why do you trust it will work?" 


Karl gestured for his friends to lower their weapons with a raised right arm. They 


complied with some reluctance. After that, he continued: 


"I've learned that time is precious, and doing things without having seen all the elements 


around you can take away opportunities. I'd like to have time for that." 


"Well, if the chief agrees with you, I have no choice but to follow. I'm sure the others 


think the same. So, we'll stay," Vulpis concluded, standing up from his chair. 


And so, it happened. The two groups had fortified themselves in the house. During that 
night, they covered the windows with wood, secured the doors, and ensured they collected 


all the food and water they could ration. 


In the following days, armed men with spears and swords surrounded the place, 
attempting to breach the defenses. However, they were always repelled from a distance by 


Arvid or Signe's men. 


Food was prepared by Hjerdis, her mother, and Arvid, who decided to serve only one 
portion a day since it wouldn't last more than a week. Meanwhile, Karl attempted to negotiate 
with the local authorities from a distance, accompanied by Agnar and Signe in case it was a 
trap. None of the negotiations were finalized due to disturbances forming outside, with 


villagers both supporting or opposing their cause. 


Thus, five long days passed with no progress, and the house became increasingly 
dilapidated due to constant attacks. On the evening of the fifth day, the group gathered to 


discuss their next steps. 


"We're running out of provisions," Arvid stated. "I think we should start thinking about 


how to get out of this place." 


"The problem isn't the guards; it's the other people. Many will get hurt or worse if we 


escape," Agnar replied. 


"Maybe we could leave during the night; we'd only need a distraction," Hjordis suggested. 


"People come and go, both guards and villagers. This place is never empty," Vulpis 


affirmed. "What do you suggest, Henry?" 


Karl remained silent as he contemplated, sitting with interlaced fingers. Then, he heard a 
sound like footsteps above the roof and observed everyone in the room to count them. It was 


then that he realized no one was missing, so someone must have entered. 


Karl ordered everyone to go upstairs to investigate. The groups walked cautiously, 
holding their weapons, trying to observe any signs of movement or hear the slightest noise 
that might reveal the intruder. At one point, they felt more steps near a hallway next to a 


window, so they walked toward it. 


Once in the hallway, they could see in the distance a figure crouched in a corner near a 
window with the wooden latch removed. This figure slowly stood up, covered from head to 


toe in what seemed to be a dark fabric, concealing any distinctive features of their body. 


"I don't know who you are, but you better turn around slowly and not do anything 
strange," Signe exclaimed, pointing one of his swords that Vulpis had returned to him a few 


days ago. 


"Vinur," was the intruder's response. Signe and his other companions from the past life 


were dumbfounded to hear this. 


"What does that word mean?" Vulpis asked. 


"Friend, it means friend," Karl replied, walking closer to the intruder, whose figure 


displayed the glow that surrounded all his friends more clearly the closer he got. 


The individual turned around and removed the hood covering his face, revealing a young 
face with well-combed black hair and a somewhat indifferent look, though with a smile 


drawn on it. 


"Hello, Captain. Rune reports for duty again," he responded, looking at Karl with joy. 


Karl then embraced his companion, whom he hadn't seen for a long time, and after a few 
seconds, during which Rune held back the urge to ask him to put him down, he was placed 


back on the ground. 


"I don't understand," Karl said. "How did you get here? How did you know we were 


here?" 


"It turns out you guys make a lot of noise," Rune replied. "For the past two days, I haven't 
stopped hearing from the town gossips that a group of bandits had a nobleman held captive 
in his house. One of them was a blond teenager with two axes, the other a wild-looking guy 
with white hair who uses two swords; another who shoots very accurately with a bow and 
many more things they say around there. I didn't have to think much to realize it could only 


be you. What about Holger and Hjordis? I didn't hear anyone describing someone like them." 


"Hjordis is with us, she just hasn't come out to fight. In fact, the only ones missing were 


Holger and you." 


"I see. I think it's best if we get out of here so we can go look for him." 


"That'll be a bit difficult," Agnar said, approaching the two. "We're completely 


surrounded." 


"Now that I think about it," Arvid added, "how did you get in without anyone seeing 


you?" 


Rune smiled somewhat confidently and began to walk down the hallway. He told them 
he would explain once they went downstairs and that they needed to cover the window 


through which he had entered. 


They gathered again in the main hall. There, Rune unrolled a parchment that had a crude 


top-down drawing of the house with charcoal. He pointed to a spot circled on the map. 


"I entered through here, it was a space where they were going to build a drainage system, 
but they only made the hole and didn't finish the work. That allowed me to go under the wall 
after digging, and the rest was just using a few metal tools to loosen the latches on the 


windows." 


"How did you know all that?" Hjordis asked. "I've been living here for many years, and 


I'm just finding out about this point." 


"I heard that some guys were planning to break in to steal whatever they could during the 
chaos inside the place. One of them apparently was a gardener, so he knew about this 


entrance." 


"Still, I don't understand how you extracted this information," Arvid asked. 


"With my fists. I live in a very rough neighborhood, and I've learned to get information 


through various methods. This wasn't even the most difficult." 


Everyone fell silent at this unexpectedly raw response from the member who had the least 


hand-to-hand combat ability in the group. After this, Agnar broke the silence and asked, 


"And how do you plan to get us out of here? I doubt all of us can fit through that hole." 


"We can if we make it bigger and if we have enough time. Moreover, I believe we could 
even carry enough valuable cargo if we distribute it well and choose the right paths. Before 


coming here, I checked the less guarded exits; we can go through those." 


"Incredible!" Karl exclaimed, looking at Rune. "Did you think of all this on your own? 
I'm so glad to have you back, Rune!" He finished by hugging his companion while Rune 


smiled faintly. 


Vulpis approached Signe and spoke quietly in his ear, saying: 


"Hey chief, why are they following the blond guy and not the black-haired one? In my 


opinion, he's much smarter." 


"He is," Signe replied. "Honestly, he's the smartest person I've ever met, but he's too lazy 
for certain things, has no clue how to deal with people, and gets really depressing at times. 


That's why he's just our brain, not our compass." 


"T see..." 


Karl stepped away and walked until he stood in front of the entire group. There, he stared 


at them and said: 


"All right. We have to follow Rune's plan, so first, we need to prepare. Let's gather 
everything we can and distribute it in a way that's not inconvenient for travel. Also, let's finish 


the remaining rations and get ready to leave at night." 


"Excuse me," Rune interrupted, raising his hand. "I think we still need the distraction." 


"True, any suggestions on what we could use as a distraction?" 


Before any thought could cross Karl's mind, he felt the crowd outside the house becoming 


more agitated than usual, and shouts rang out, some of excitement, others of fear. 


Karl approached one of the windows and looked through one of the gaps in the wooden 
covering. He saw a figure in the crowd trying to enter the mansion. This seemed to be a tall 
and sturdy individual; the guards aimed their spears and swords at him, but he struck them 


in the head without hesitation, causing both excitement and discontent among the crowd. 


After watching for a few seconds, Karl opened his eyes, and his expression changed to 
one of great surprise. Almost immediately, he moved away from the window and indicated 
to the others that they should go down and outside the place. When they asked, he simply 


said: 


"Change of plans, a friend has arrived." 


Everyone except for Hjordis' mother and Arvid left the house through the main door. 
From there, they noticed how outside, the guards were trying to restrain the person attempting 
to enter the house. He pushed and hit them forcefully, making them step back and fall to the 
ground. Despite being outnumbered and facing armed guards, he showed no intention of 


giving up. 


Karl approached to get a better look and examined the person outside. He was a tall, 
muscular young man, seemingly older than his other companions. He had a disheveled mane 


of brown hair and a sturdy body covered in many scars that shone on his bare torso and arms. 


"Captain," Agnar said, "Is that...?" 


"The missing one," Karl responded before Agnar could finish the question. "I can see the 


glow around his body, and just look at him; there's no one as burly and merciful as Holger." 


"What do we do then?" 


Karl didn't answer. By the time Agnar realized, he already had his axes held in both hands 
by the chains of the handles. He then charged toward the young man in the fight. Agnar then 
heard his companions behind him cheering with excitement and followed his captain, running 
while holding their respective weapons. All he could do was smile as the others rushed ahead. 


He unsheathed his saber and joined them, albeit without shouting. 


Behind him, Vulpis and the others joined the offensive. 


The crowd turned toward the group of people running and shouting with weapons in their 


hands. Some retreated, while others only moved a little further away. 


One by one, Karl and the others climbed the wall that separated them and began pushing 
and hitting those attacking the young man. He looked at them incredulously as he held a 


guard by the neck. 


"Captain, is it you?" the young man asked. 


"The one and only," Karl affirmed in Icelandic as he approached Holger. 


"And the others... who are they?" 


"Everyone, Agnar, Hjerdis, Signe, Arvid, and Rune. Also, some friends Signe made in 


this life." 


Karl quickly connected with the helmet of a guard who wanted to attack him. Holger, on 


the other hand, delivered a kick to the belly of another who almost struck him with a spear. 


"We'd better talk later," Holger suggested. 


"I think that's the best, let's go inside. Rune knows what we need to do." 


And so, it began. Both groups defended themselves against the attacks of the guards using 


their weapons, with Holger being the only one facing them with bare hands. 


It was challenging; amid the constant attacks and shoves from the crowd, entering the 
house wasn't an easy task. However, after struggles, some superficial cuts, and many blows, 


both groups scaled the barricade at the exterior door and reached the other side. 


Once there, they hurried to run until they re-entered the house. Hjordis' mother and Arvid 


awaited them at the door, closing it after ensuring everyone had entered. 


The group's breathing was audible, some stood, while others collapsed as soon as they 
crossed the threshold. Karl and Holger remained standing, panting, each at one end of the 
main door. After catching their breath, they exchanged glances and gradually formed a smile 


that turned into laughter, infecting those who had recently helped bring him into the house. 


The atmosphere shifted from tension to a more cheerful one in a matter of seconds. 


"I can't believe it... really, is it you?" Holger asked. 


"It's us, friend," Signe affirmed. "I think you'd recognize this old man's hair anywhere." 


"We're all here now," Karl told him, placing his hand on Holger's shoulder. "It took a bit, 


but finally... after a long time, we're all reunited." 


Holger couldn't hold back the tears; his face moistened, and his expression turned into 
one of happiness and calmness. Both Karl and the others from the Viking group approached 


and warmly embraced him. 


Vulpis and the others present told them they would give them some time while making 


sure no one entered the house. 


It took a few minutes for Holger to calm down before they asked him how he had found 


them. 


He recounted that there were rumors in the city that bandits had taken possession of the 
Meyer family's house. Upon hearing their description, he could only think of them. Rune 
suggested this could be because of him, as he had told the individuals from whom he 
extracted information to spread the word about what was happening in the house and be very 
descriptive about those inside. Karl thanked him again for his brilliant idea, although Rune 


said he only did it to increase the chaos and make it easier to slip away. 


After this, they took Holger to the main hall, gave him some clothes to change into, and, 


once he looked more presentable, they took the opportunity to explain Rune's plan. 


"I see," said Holger. "But... how do you plan to distract the people outside?" 


"We were thinking about that when we saw you arrive," Rune added. "I know I came up 


with this, but I haven't run out of ideas at this point. I accept any suggestions." 


"If that perverted old man were still alive, we could make him scream from the top of the 
house and then set it on fire so they concentrate on saving him while we escape," suggested 


Hjordis, who was sharpening one of the knives she used. 


Karl then turned to his companion with an expression of doubt and curiosity before 


asking, "And... why is it necessary for him to be alive?" 


Everyone, from Vulpis to Hjerdis' mother, turned to look at him with confusion as he only 


smiled confidently. 


Karl, Signe, Vulpis, Rune, and Hjordis went to the small cabin where the body of the once 
Roderick Meyer lay, the next heir of the homonymous family. They opened the door and 
were met with an unpleasant scene; flies flew out of the room, ants were plentiful on the floor 
covered in coagulated blood that had turned as black as coal. But worst of all was the stench, 


so nauseating and intense that Rune had to make an effort not to vomit right there. 


"Now that I think about it, maybe we should have buried him," Signe affirmed. 


"He didn't deserve that much," Hjordis said, entering the cabin. "Help me get him out; 


the damn guy is still as fat despite losing so much blood." 


"We're coming... hey, Captain, are you okay?" Signe asked, noticing Karl trembling. 


"Yes... I'm fine. I just feel a bit cold," he responded, attempting to control his shivering. 


"That's odd; lately, nights have been warm due to the season. Anyway, let's get this over 


with. The others should be preparing the other part of the plan by now." 


In this way, the five entered the cabin and prepared to remove Roderick's body to proceed 


with the plan. 


Outside the house, the guards were arguing with the Meyer family, who demanded that 
they enter and kill everyone inside. The guards tried to inform them that Roderick's security 
was the priority, but the Meyers objected, stating that they hadn't seen him in five days and 


he might already be dead. 


Shortly after, someone in the crowd mentioned seeing fire in the house. All eyes turned 
to the structure, and indeed, flames gradually illuminated the place with a yellowish glow, 


creating an impression on the onlookers. 


"Look, up there on the roof!" shouted a hooded young man in the crowd. 


The gaze of both townspeople and guards, as well as the Meyer family themselves, 
focused on a figure tied to a chimney on the roof of the house. This figure looked like a plump 
man wearing dirty clothes, completely still as the flames began to engulf the place. His mouth 
and eyes remained covered, but his face and figure made him easily recognizable to his 


relatives. 


"It's Roderick! Please, help him!" cried an elegantly dressed woman to the guards who 


started breaking the barricade due to the demands of other family members. 


Several minutes later, the house was completely consumed by the fire. Roderick's body 
fell from the roof into the still-burning debris, and although they attempted to 'rescue' him, 


he burned to the point of being practically unrecognizable. 


The fire was extinguished shortly after, and the search for the responsible parties in the 


village resumed. 


Meanwhile, outside the scene of the earlier events, three carts were traveling along the 
path towards the forest. When they were far enough from the commotion of the agitated 
inhabitants, they stopped in a clearing in the middle of a grove. The cart drivers got off, 
removed their hoods, and then uncovered the tarp covering the cargo, releasing the people 


inside. 


"That was close," affirmed Hjerdis, helping her mother descend from the back of the 


carriage. "I thought I would have to cut someone's throat when they stopped us." 


"Anne!" objected her mother. 


"It was good that the commotion made security less strict," said Arvid. "Although we 
must thank Rune; he knew the route and where these carriages were. Without that, we would 


have had to walk carrying what we looted." 


"After opening the hole in the garden, everything else went downhill," replied Rune. "I 
didn't think the distraction with that guy's body would work so well, although mingling with 


the crowd was a bit risky, but I think it was worth it." 


"I have to admit, you're a crazy bastard," Vulpis asserted, watching Karl with a wide grin. 
"The corpse of that fat guy was a great distraction, although I'm surprised how well they fixed 


him up in such a short time." 


"That's thanks to the girls and Frederick," Karl replied, pointing to these individuals. 
"They had to change his clothes and clean the body so that it wouldn't be too noticeable that 


he was stiff. That's something worth celebrating." 


"Please, don't make me remember that," said Hjordis's mother. "I think I'm going to have 


nightmares for weeks because of what we had to do." 


Hjordis set out to comfort her mother while the others continued to talk and unload the 


contents of the carriages. 


The rest of the night, the group moved on foot, leaving the horses with the carriages 
behind, as Karl said that these must belong to some peasants who would be eager to recover 


them, and it would be very bad on their part to steal without any remorse. 


By morning, they arrived in the forested area where Arvid used to hunt. It was a long and 


difficult journey, but they were safe for the moment. 


Once they rested, they began discussing what they should do from that moment. Karl and 
Agnar said they had to return to their respective families, even if only for a couple of days, 
to avoid raising suspicions about their absence, so they were allowed to leave with the 


promise to return. 


On the way back to their homes, Karl and Agnar discussed what they were going to do 


now that everyone was back together. 


"If we had enough money, we could give a good home to Hjerdis's mother and my 
parents," Karl said as he walked alongside Agnar. "In your case, it might be more difficult; 


you have a very large family." 


"To be honest, there's no one in my family that I care too much about," Agnar affirmed, 
lowering his gaze. "In that house, I'm just another mouth to feed and educate. My parents 
don't see me as a son but as another one to marry off for convenience, and my siblings see 


me as a hindrance to the inheritance." 


"Is that inheritance substantial?" Karl asked curiously. 


"There are many coins from the feudal taxes, not to mention all the things my parents and 


siblings have bought to decorate their quarters... What are you thinking, Captain?" 


"Just out of curiosity. If someone were to rob your family and give all the money to you, 


how angry would that make you?" 


"Angry? It would be the greatest joy I've had in many years," he replied with great 


seriousness. 


It was then that between the two, they discussed how they could loot the Miiller family 
and keep all their possessions to continue their journey in this new world. They still didn't 
know what they would do with the gains from their theft, but one thing was certain, it 


wouldn't be something inconsequential. 
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The seasons passed, shifting from summer to autumn, from autumn to winter, and so on, 
until ten of these cycles were completed. By then, Karl's group and the Sons of the Wolf had 
formed a coalition they named 'The Sons of Garm' not to forget their Nordic heritage. They 


added more people whom they found suitable for combat until their ranks exceeded thirty. 


As discussed after the night they set fire to the Meyer house, the group rested and soon 
organized to raid Agnar's family, the Millers. This was easier than expected, thanks to the 
information Agnar provided about his family's routines and vulnerable points for looting. By 
the end, they had more than enough capital to secure a good life, but they chose to do a couple 


of things first before deciding how to distribute the loot. 


First and foremost, they bought property and slaves to serve as labor for farming and 
other tasks in the houses they acquired for the families of Hjerdis and Karl. The families were 


not hard to convince after witnessing the abundance of resources they had acquired. The 


house was located in Regensburg, the capital trading city of the region, which would serve 


as a meeting point if they needed to gather. 


The second thing was to buy all kinds of information about the world up to that point, 
from books to maps. This was at Rune's request, who stated that it was necessary for them to 
be as informed as possible about their surroundings in case they needed to navigate and learn 


about new cultures. 


Regarding Rune, he shared that in this new life, he was reborn as the elder son of an 
abusive father who only drank and mistreated him and his younger brother. One day, while 
Rune stayed home reading what little he could, his father went to the city accompanied by 
his brother. When his father returned alone, he told Rune that his brother had been run over 
by a carriage, all while holding a jar of liquor. As a result, Rune poisoned his drink with toxic 
berries he had collected from the forest, leaving him to die at home, after which Rune left for 
the darker areas of the city. There, he met people to whom he offered his services in exchange 
for shelter and help in learning. They were bad people, but he didn't have many options. After 
hearing rumors of the siege on the Meyer house, he remembered his friends from another life 


and went to help them. 


As for Holger, he recounted that he was the son of a family of nomadic merchants. Just 
before reuniting with his companions, his family was assaulted and killed by bandits. Driven 
mad with fury, he killed all the bandits with his bare hands. Afterward, he went to the town 
where the Meyers lived and worked in various places until the night they set the house on 


fire. 


Regarding the treasures, Vulpis and Signe suggested that the best course of action was to 
improve their equipment and recruit more people, as they were ultimately societal outcasts, 
and all they knew was fighting and stealing. Karl and the others agreed, stating that they 
needed to find a place where there was a fight because a group of mercenaries without a 
battlefield would be useless. They traveled from war zone to war zone, offering their services, 
gaining recognition, and followers until they made a name for themselves. And that's how 


they reached this point. 


Palestine, June 3, 1187, One Month Before the Battle of the Horns of Hattin. 


The captain of the knights observed the birds fluttering in the clear midday sky as he 


stood alongside his men on the agreed-upon meeting ground. 


The heat was scorching and caused discomfort among those present in their heavy armor, 
feeling as though they were being cooked alive inside it. At one point, the captain's second- 


in-command approached and whispered in his ear: 


"Captain, with all due respect, I believe we should withdraw. The soldiers need water, 


and the agreed-upon meeting time has passed." 


"I've already told you we're staying here," the captain responded firmly. "We owe our 
previous victory to them. We need their numbers and their strength. Stop questioning me and 


return to your position!" The captain concluded in an aggressive tone. 


"I see them, over there, behind that hill," said one of the standard bearers, holding a flag 


of white and red. 


The captain shaded his eyes with his hand to get a better look at the place they had pointed 
out. Indeed, behind the hill, many people could be seen marching, and as they drew closer, 
distinctive features such as armor, weapons, horses, carriages, and other characteristics of a 


squadron became more evident. 


When they were close enough to the group of knights, three of the armed men in the troop 


approached and stood in front of the captain. 


"So, you finally arrived. For a moment, I thought you had grown cowardly," the captain 


asserted. 


The man in the center of the three removed his helmet, revealing a face with 
Mediterranean features and flowing blond hair. He took off his helmet and looked at the 


captain of the knights, saying: 


"We apologize for the delay; the path was more challenging to traverse than expected. 


The important thing is that we made it." 


"So I suppose you accept our proposition. Is that correct?" 


"Of course. You can consider our group, the Sons of Garm, as your own soldiers. Isn't 


that right, guys?" 


The two men on either side of the blond-haired individual removed their helmets, 
exposing their faces. The one on the left had long, black hair tied in a ponytail, while the one 


on the right had short, ghostly white hair. 


"My name is Agnar. From now on, we will fight for your cause." 


"You can call me Signe. If the captain wishes, I have no problem. My swords are on the 


side of your god or whatever you want to call it." 


"Mind your tongue," the captain demanded. "We may be allies, but to me, you are nothing 


more than mercenaries and heretics. Don't forget that." 


"Alright, let's not get carried away," suggested the man with the blond hair in the middle. 


"Excuse Signe; he's very heated, as I think we all are, so don't pay him too much attention." 


"I suppose you're the captain, am I right?" 


"The very same. You can call me Karl, although some call me Henry if that's easier for 


you to remember." 


"I will only call you captain; you should do the same with me. For now, we will march 
back to the camp. We've designated an area for your group, so follow us, and we can talk 


more once we're all there." 


"I will inform my men." 


Both groups then began to march together towards the camp. It took about a quarter of a 
day until they arrived at a site filled with tents, campfires, and banners with white and red 


crosses, similar to the ones carried by the marching soldiers. 


The Sons of Garm settled in the territory they had been assigned, setting up their own 
camp where, after a few minutes, it was hard to distinguish it from the knight's camp on the 


other side. 


After Karl had set up his tent, he went to sit around a campfire with his other companions. 


"Well... here we are," he said, looking at the campfire. 


"I can't believe we agreed to fight for these men," Rune said while examining a map. "I'm 


telling you, it's a bad idea. From what I know, this Saladino is a formidable enemy." 


"You worry too much," Hjerdis said, snatching the map from Rune's hands. "These 


religious types pay very well, and that's all that matters." 


As Rune tried to get the map back from Hjerdis, Holger stepped between them and took 


it from Hjordis to return it to Rune. He then sat down and said: 


"It's very sad that they fight so bloodily in the name of their god. We used to fight, trusting 


that our deities would protect us, but they seem to be driven mad by this." 


"I've learned that many cultures have different ways of seeing their god and interpreting 
his message," Arvid affirmed. "Some, like us, have gods like Odin who promote knowledge 
and battle, and they use this to justify plunder and destruction. Others, on the other hand, 
prefer peace and stay away from war. I think the knights of this order just follow their god in 


a way that misinterprets him, leading to these types of wars." 


"I think it's stupid to fight over that," Signe expressed. "Wars are waged for wealth, 
territory, revenge, and such things. I suspect they only use those reasons to justify their desire 


for the sultan's territory." 


"Anyway, we've already agreed to fight for them," Agnar stated. "If all goes well, we can 
return to Germany with more wealth than in past times and stay away from battles for a 


while." 


Karl started to laugh lightly after hearing his group talk. They all stared at him in silence 


until he finished and looked at them, saying: 


"I can't believe how much we've grown. We used to be just a small group of bandits, and 
look at you now. All adults with armor, good weapons, and deeds that minstrels sing about 


in taverns. I'm very proud of all of you. Don't you think so, Vulpis?" 


Vulpis, who was also sitting by the campfire, turned to Karl and simply replied that it was 
good Signe had known them from before, as they had won several battles and gained much 


wealth thanks to them. He felt satisfied. 


"It's been almost eleven years..." Karl continued. "It feels like just yesterday when we 


burned down the Meyer's house and fled in those carriages without any direction. I'm 


surprised none of you wanted to distance yourselves from this madness, have a family, or, I 


don't know, raise sheep on a farm. You're all very strange." 


"You already know us," Hjordis said, wrapping her arms around Holger and Rune's necks. 
"We're a stubborn group that only knows how to fight and has a thirst for exploring the world. 


Isn't that right, guys?" 


"I guess we are," Holger responded. 


"As you say," Rune added. "Now let me go, at this rate your breasts will suffocate me." 


Hjordis separated abruptly from Rune, as she heard the rest of the group burst into 
laughter. She appeared angry, but shortly after, she laughed along with them with the same 


intensity and joy. 


Even Rune, who seemed annoyed, was caught up in the merriment. 


That night, they all ate and drank around the campfire, unaware of the destiny awaiting 


them. 


Palestine, July 4, 1187, During the Battle of the Horns of Hattin. 


A suicide, there was no other way to describe that strategy. Overwhelmed by the heat, 
lack of water, and numerical superiority, the faction of crusaders to which the Sons of Garm 


had joined fell one by one. 


As Rune had predicted, the strategy proved to be highly ineffective, and Saladino's troops 
defeated them in a battle that lasted just over a day. This time, the last to fall were Karl, 
Vulpis, and Rune. Rune chose to die alongside his comrades, believing it would be boring to 


live without friends on the long journey that awaited him. 


Karl told Vulpis to withdraw, hoping that if he survived, he could bring him back with 
the song. Over the years, he had tried to teach the song to his other companions, but none 


learned it as well as the Vikings from his first life, who sang it from the heart. 


Vulpis chose to leave with the two captains he had known and followed for most of his 


life, so he wielded his sword and was decapitated by a rider shortly thereafter. 


Rune fell after being pierced by several arrows and bled to death. 


Karl then looked out over the field filled with corpses, mostly knights. He could 
distinguish some of his companions among them, but he no longer saw the light on their 
bodies, so he knew they had all died. He also felt an immense cold in his body, not from the 


environment, but from deep within his soul, and it was even stronger now on the battlefield. 


He watched as men carrying curved swords and spears approached him while carrion 


birds circled above his head. All he could do was grasp the axe he still had and strike with all 


his might. The next thing he saw was the ground, blood flowing, and his axe embedded in 


the earth. 


Everything turned dark once more, and he felt like he was floating again in the infinite, 
but this time, a voice was what made him open his eyes, not the other way around. Upon 
hearing the sound of the song's verses, he gradually saw his companions again, floating in 
the twilight on the other side. They all looked the same as when he last saw them in battle, 


except for the spectral quality in their bodies and clothing. 


They conversed using the same system of broken sounds from the song they had used 
many years ago. They discussed what had gone wrong, whose fault it was, and what would 


happen to the families they had left behind at home. 


They talked for a long time until they could accept the fact that they had all agreed to 
follow the same plan and the same leaders, so they couldn't complain about the outcome, 


although Rune was the last to admit it. 


One of the topics they discussed was how to reunite when they were reborn, priorities for 
learning, and ways to avoid death and suffering at an early age. They discussed all of this 
until Hjordis was transported to one of the greenish water whirlpools, followed by Arvid, 


then Rune, Karl, Signe, Holger, and finally Agnar. 


This way, they all began the cycle of rebirth and death again, which led them to an era 


that would be known as one of the most chaotic and violent in history. 


Kyoto Prefecture, Japan, Spring 1590, During the Sengoku Period. 


The young woman sat inside the palanquin, which barely allowed her to see the outside. 
There, the crowd was agitated by the outcome of the previous match, as the opponent had 


been defeated despite a significant weight difference. 


"Father," the young woman said, leaning toward the side of the palanquin where a stern 


man was seated. 


He turned slightly to look at her through the thin gap that provided a view of the inside 


where she was transported. 


"What do you need now?" the man asked with seriousness. 


"When will the fight of the young man I told you about be?," the young woman inquired. 


"It may be the next one. Please, no more talking. We agreed that I would bring you to see 


this spectacle only if you remained quiet." 


"Tl understand." 


The young woman then closed the small sliding door of the palanquin and continued to 


watch the arena. 


A few minutes later, the next bout was announced. 


Two men stood in the circle; one of them didn't stand out much, a young and chubby teen. 
But his opponent was remarkable because, for his age, he was tall and burly. It was surprising 
to see him participating in sumo wrestling, given his physique. With his build, he could easily 


practice some form of martial art or serve a feudal lord. 


The match didn't last long, so much so that the spectators felt somewhat dissatisfied. But 
there was nothing to be done, as the corpulent young man threw his opponent out of the circle 


with such ease that even a small child could have guessed the outcome. 


"Is that the young man you were so eager to see?" the girl's father asked from inside the 


palanquin. 


"That's him, Father," she replied. "So, will you accept my proposal?" 


"You've been stubborn since the day you were born. If you had been a boy, I wouldn't 
have minded, but I suppose if this makes you reconsider choosing a suitor, I won't complain. 


Do you have the message?" 


"Here it is," she said, handing a scroll to her father through the palanquin's window. "You 


can check it if you wish." 


"It's unnecessary. If it's a love letter or something of the sort, I don't care. You will be 
married to someone next year, and that's final," her father concluded, taking the scroll and 


handing it to one of his men, who received it with a bow. 


After the match, the father's subordinate handed the scroll to the young fighter they had 
come to see. He accepted it politely, though with some confusion, and unrolled it to read the 
contents. In a somewhat crude calligraphy, there were characters of gratitude and courtesy. 
But surrounding them were what seemed to be strange drawings that did not resemble any 
language from the surrounding countries, but one that the young man recognized from long 


ago. When he read them together, they said: 


I live in the large house in the center of the village. The symbol is the same as the one on 


the scroll you are holding. I'll be waiting for you in the garden when night falls. 
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Three nights had passed since the young woman went to watch the sumo fight with her 
father. During this time, she sneaked out of her room and went to the garden. She waited 
there for the first two nights without anything happening, but it was on the third night that 
she saw a figure cross the wall and approach her somewhat shyly before walking to stand in 


front of her. 


This was the same young man who had fought inside the circle. He was more covered 


now, with short hair and a physique that many would envy at his age. 


"You took a long time, ‘Spear of the Island," the young woman said in ancient Icelandic. 


"It's good that someone remembers what 'Holger' means in this place," the young man 


replied in the same language. 


"Nice to see you, friend. It's been a long time. Naming you like that was a good idea, 
I'm sure that if you keep fighting and become famous, someone else from our group will 


find you." 


"What about you? Have you managed to communicate with anyone else? From what I 


see, you're not lacking resources in this family." 


"I live imprisoned in this place. There's food, clothes, and a lot of security, but I'm like a 
caged bird. My father is an idiot and insists that I should behave and look pretty for when 
I'm married off to some man. You better help me find the others because I'm getting 


married next year." 


"That doesn't sound so bad. Although I think it must be torture for someone like you." 


"Right now, I miss not having Rune. He would know what to do in this situation." 


"Do you remember what he told us? To use our native language and leave messages to 


recognize each other? That's what I did." 

"You can go out and do whatever you want. I can't move a finger without that man 
noticing." 

Holger thought for a moment as he watched Hjerdis lying on the wooden floor of the 
hallway next to the garden. After a few seconds, he had an idea. 


"Do you have any money?" he asked. 


"Of course I have money," Hjerdis replied. "Although all these jewels and expensive 


clothing are useless to me if I can't sell them." 


"I can. I know places that buy them without asking questions. With that money, I can 
place messages on the bulletin boards in nearby villages for the others to see, just like you 


did with me." 


"Like the challenges the swordsmen put up for duels? Doesn't sound bad." 


Hjordis then handed over several valuable items and some money to Holger, who left 


shortly after promising to return in a week to inform her about how his plan had unfolded. 


Days passed, and the young woman grew impatient due to the uncertainty of her fate. 
Her father ordered her to practice calligraphy, the tea ceremony, manners, and not to speak 
without permission. It was something that exasperated her, but she had learned over time 


that it was better not to disobey her father in this life. 


Ten days had passed since she met with Holger, and Hjordis began to think that perhaps 
he had betrayed her and run away with the money. It was common for such things to 
happen in that environment despite her companion's nature and all the time they had spent 


together. 


On the night of the tenth day, Hjordis heard footsteps outside the house. They seemed 
stealthy enough for her to know they weren't mere thieves. She picked up a hairpin she had 
sharpened just in case she needed protection and held it tightly in her hand as she slowly 


approached the door of her room. 


The next thing she felt was how the door opened, and icy hands grasped her face at 


mouth level while others held her by her limbs and lifted her. 


After a few moments they arrived at the garden and stood behind some bushes. When 
one of them loosened his grip on her hand, she without hesitation fitted the hairpin into his 
leg. The others held her hand again and it was then that they discovered each other faces 


which were covered by a black cloth. 


"It's me, Holger. Don't worry, we came for you," said the burly young man looking at 


his companion. 


"Holger? Why did you pull me out of my room like this?" Hjordis asked angrily. "And 


why did it take you so long to come?" 


"Because we had a couple of setbacks when we reunited," said a dark-haired young man 


with a cloth hanging below his chin. 


"Rune?" 


"The same. I'm sorry for this unusual way of taking you with us, but we wanted the act 


to be as realistic as possible." 


"Act?" Hjordis asked in confusion. 


It was then that Rune explained to her that they would stage her kidnapping. They had 
even prepared a letter that they left in her room before leaving. They were going to take her 
with them and collect a ransom, and after that, they would ensure that she "disappeared" on 


the way back, leaving her free. 


She agreed after thinking it over for a bit and learning who else was with them. 


Later that night, the group left Hjordis's family mansion and headed to the outskirts of 
the village. There, they set up a camp near the river and gave their companion new clothes 


to change into. 


She returned wearing an outfit that was unusual for a young woman, as she had 


garments such as a hakama and a sugegasa-style hat. 


"Why do I have to wear this uncomfortable hat?" Hjordis asked. 


"It's to prevent you from being discovered as we walk along the trails," said a young 


man with long hair who was stirring a pot of stew over the campfire. 


"Are you... Arvid?" 


"No, I'm Agnar. Arvid went to get some water from the river. There are five of us in 
total. We haven't found Signe or the captain yet," Agnar said, serving some stew ina 


wooden bowl and offering it to his companion. 


Hjordis accepted the food and sat on a stone by the campfire. There, she observed her 
companions, who now looked in line with the ethnicity of the country they had been reborn 


into. 


Rune had short but messy hair. Holger, who always stood out because of his massive 
physique, now had a sumo wrestler's hairstyle. Agnar, on the other hand, had long hair tied 
in a neatly-done ponytail, and if seen from behind, he could be mistaken for a beautiful 


young woman. 


Arvid returned from the river shortly after Hjordis finished her meal and offered her 
some water, which she accepted graciously. She took the opportunity to observe Arvid, who 
appeared as calm as ever. His hair was almost as long as Agnar's, but it was less well-kept 


and freer in the early morning breeze. 


"You've become quite a lady," Arvid remarked. "No one would think that you were once 


a Viking who took the lives of so many men beyond the sea." 


"If I had been born into a poor family, I might have remained the same," Hjerdis said. 
"In my father's family, it's all about manners, etiquette, and women get the short end of the 
stick. From what I've heard, my mother had a tough time with my father because she 


couldn't give him a son, and then she had the misfortune of having me." 


"Misfortune?" Holger asked curiously. 


"My mother died shortly after giving birth to me. Being a woman, I couldn't be a 
suitable heir for my father, so he always held me in low regard despite taking care of me, 


although I think he did it just to marry me off to a noble who would bring him riches. By 


the way, big guy, I apologize for what happened to your leg," Hjordis concluded, looking at 


Holger with some regret. 


"Don't worry, it was just a scratch. Arrows and daggers have hurt me much more," 


Holger reassured her. 


"What nonsense," Rune added as he served himself some stew. "Men, women, who 
cares about the gender you're born with? A person's worth should be determined by their 


abilities in life." 


"Well, I've told you a bit about myself. Now, I want to hear a bit about you. How have 


you lived these past sixteen years?" 


"You already know a bit about me," Holger mentioned. "What I haven't told you is that 
I come from a very humble peasant family. Several of my siblings died from illnesses and 
famine caused by poor harvests. A few years ago, my body developed, and I chose to go 


fight in the sumo arenas to earn money and help them." 


"Is that why you asked for all those valuable things the other night?" 


"I apologize," Holger said as he lowered his head and rested his hands on his knees. "I 
really needed the money. I swear the rest was used to place the messages to find our 


friends." 


"Don't worry. I'm not angry at all. If you wanted to help them, they must be good 
people. Although that explains why it took you so long to come back, but that doesn't 


matter. What about you, Arvid?" 


"Me?" Arvid asked, pointing to himself. "Well, I was raised by a lumberjack, he never 
talked much about my mother, he was a man of few words. I was with him for ten years 
until an illness took him shortly after that year's winter. After that, I started selling firewood 
and hunting to survive until I saw that message when I went down to the village a few days 


" 


ago. 


"It must have been tough, but I thought it would be something more 'dramatic.' Now, 


Agnar, your turn." 


"My father worked for a group of bandits," Agnar replied as he stirred the stew with 
chopsticks. "They killed him when he tried to rob a samurai family, and after that, I trained 
with one of the swords he had left behind and took on various jobs, from lumberjack to 
assistant blacksmith. I saw the letter the other day, just like the rest, and followed Holger's 


instructions to find each other." 


"Seems like this place has exactly the kind of swords you like. The only one left to 


answer is Rune." 


"My mother was a prostitute," Rune responded sharply. 


The group fell into silence for several seconds after hearing this statement. Rune 
continued to eat his stew without the slightest concern for the uncomfortable atmosphere 


that had developed. 


"I think they prefer to be called 'courtesans,"" Holger remarked in a hushed tone. 


"She was a harlot, a strumpet. There are many ways to describe them, but they all mean 
the same thing. She barely fed me, and luckily, I managed to learn what I needed to survive 


before she died from one of the diseases one of her many clients gave her... Speaking of 


learning," Rune continued after a brief pause, "How many of you can read and write in the 


language of this country?" 


Both Hjordis and Holger raised their hands, while Agnar and Arvid shook their heads. 


"I see. It's a miracle that you were able to understand the message they left for you. It's 
good that you still remember what I told you about using our original language to leave 


clues about our whereabouts." 


"Are you going to teach us?" Arvid asked. "I want to learn before my body grows more 


and it becomes harder to pick up new things." 


"Of course, I'll teach you. It won't happen in one night of course. The language of this 


country is complex; their symbols fit neatly into squares but can mean many things." 


That night, they discussed the language, their plan to rescue Hjordis from her father's 


house, and how they could find their missing comrades. 
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Days passed, and the group had agreed to meet at the foot of a mountain with Hjordis 
family for the exchange. The atmosphere was temperate and filled with mist despite the 


time of year. 


"What time did you tell them to meet us?" Hjordis asked Rune. 


"The letter said to meet at the base of this mountain at sunrise today," Rune replied. "I 
was also very clear that only a certain number of people should come, and if we noticed 
archers or anyone else in the vicinity, we'd cut your throat. I hope they aren't stupid enough 


to try anything more." 


"You can be truly ruthless when it comes to taking control of a situation. If the captain 


were here, he would have opted for something more favorable for both sides." 


"But he's not," Agnar affirmed. "So, we have to do it ourselves. I don't think we should 
depend on him for everything we do. He's a good-hearted leader who has helped us when 


we needed it, but even I have to admit he's not perfect." 


"I guess he can be vulnerable in some aspects sometimes," Hjerdis said. "By the way, 


where are Holger and Arvid?" 


"Holger is up ahead. I told him to whistle like a bird when he saw someone 
approaching,” Rune replied. "Arvid is hiding in a thicket further up. If he spots any archers, 


he'll alert us with a green arrow." 


"Can Holger still make that sound? I thought he had forgotten it after dying the last 


time." 


The whistle they were discussing at that moment echoed through the trees, prompting 
everyone to assume their positions. Agnar and Rune covered their faces, while Hjordis 
blindfolded herself with a white cloth and knelt in front of them, trying to appear as 


nervous as possible. 


Gradually, the group of men became visible through the mist and bushes as they walked 
toward them. In front were three samurais, each in their armor and carrying two katanas at 
their hips. Behind them, Hjerdis's father and five other men surrounded him. After 
approaching the "kidnappers," they stopped and stared intently at the men dressed in black 


and the young woman kneeling before them. 


"We've arrived at the agreed-upon time in the letter," exclaimed Hjordis's father. "You 


better have held up your end of the deal." 


"Don't worry," replied Rune. "Your daughter is safe and sound, a little scared, that's all. 
I assure you, we haven't done anything to harm her health... or her future. You can ask her 


yourself." He finished by removing the blindfold from Hjerdis. 


"Father!" cried Hjerdis. 


"Akemi," said Hjerdis's father. "Are you alright? Did these men do anything to you?" 


"No, after they took me from my room, they watched me outside a cabin in the 
mountains. They gave me food and water. I just want to go home." She finished, her 


expression displaying distress as she looked at him. 


"I see... in that case, we can proceed with the exchange." 


Hjordis's father turned to one of his men, who stepped in front of the samurais and 
placed a chest on the ground. He slowly opened it to reveal a series of oval gold coins 


stacked in rows that glistened in the mist-filled atmosphere. 


"You're welcome to inspect it if you wish." 


"Of course, we will," responded Rune as he walked towards the chest. 


When he was just a few feet away from collecting the reward, he watched an object 
swiftly fall in front of him and embed itself into the ground. All present focused on it, it 


was an arrow with feathers painted in green at the protruding end. 


"Fjandinn! " Rune exclaimed as he stepped back. 


"What did you say?" asked one of the samurais. 


"Move aside! We've been lured into a trap, haven't we?" 


"Why would we do that?" asked Hjordis's father. 


"We have one of our own watching the surroundings. That arrow indicates they have 


archers or something similar to attack us." 


An overwhelming silence reigned after this was heard. Both sides stared at each other, 


contemplating what would happen next. 


After a few seemingly eternal seconds, Hjerdis's father said, "Just give me my daughter, 


and I'll spare your lives. It's more than bandits like you deserve." 


Rune stepped back, positioning himself behind Hjerdis, who couldn't help but glare 
furiously at her father. Soon after, she whispered to both her and Agnar to proceed with the 


other part of the plan, forgetting about the reward. 


"Hey you!" exclaimed one of the samurais stepping forward. "Yes, you. The one with 


the katana, I think you're the strongest in your group. How about we make a deal?" 


"What are you doing?" asked the samurai in the middle. "Get back to your place right 


now!" 


"What kind of deal?" asked Agnar, positioning himself in front of Rune. 


"Let's have a duel," continued the first samurai. "Just you and me. If you win, we'll 


proceed with the deal as agreed, but if I win, we execute you." 


Agnar observed the samurai for several moments, glancing briefly at his companions. 


After this, he asked, "Why should I trust your word?" 


"Samurais always keep their word," he affirmed, untying the ropes securing his helmet 


and removing the protection covering his face. "It's part of our creed." 


The samurai dropped his helmet revealing his face, with a confident smile and hair tied 


in the style typical of men in that profession, except it wasn't dark but white. 


Agnar then understood the identity of the man before them, reciprocated the act, and 


removed the cloth covering his face, accepting the samurai's challenge. 


He began to walk to a clear area on the left side of the forest, and his opponent followed 
confidently. Both stopped and slowly drew their katanas. Agnar's looked somewhat battered 
and rough compared to the finely polished one with a quality hilt and guard that the man in 


front of him wielded. 


"Whenever you're ready," said Agnar. 


The wind began to blow, leaves rustled, and the silence heightened the tension of the 


moment. 


The young man with white hair approached and delivered a downward vertical cut to 
Agnar, which he quickly blocked with his katana. They separated after this attack, locking 


eyes. 


Agnar was the next to strike, this time with two quick side cuts that his opponent 
effortlessly blocked, leading to another separation. They continued like this, cut, block, 


separate, all within seconds. 


After several repetitions of this, the white-haired samurai delivered several vertical 
strikes to Agnar's katana. He could only block with a horizontal guard, and at the end of this 


attack, the swords crossed as both exerted pressure and slowly approached. 


In the distance, the onlookers could hear what sounded like whispers between the 
contenders. Rune tried to decipher what they were saying but without success, all while his 


gaze focused on something moving in the trees behind the men in front of him. 


The two fighters separated and continued staring into each other's eyes for several 
seconds, then resumed the exchange of cuts until the white-haired samurai stumbled and 
fell backward. Agnar took advantage of this to position himself in front of him with the 


katana near his face. 


The larger samurai in front of Hjordis's father took a couple of steps forward upon 


seeing this. 


The tension in the air was almost palpable. Birds could be heard chirping, and the wind 


blew through the oppressive silence produced by the scene. 


This was interrupted by Rune, who, while holding Hjerdis, tossed a spherical object 
towards the men in front of him. Upon impact with the ground, it released a cloud of dust 
that caused them to cover their noses and mouths, moving with confusion and erratic 


movements. 


Rune separated from Hjerdis and approached the chest still on the ground to pick it up 
in his arms. One of the samurais managed to grab it by the clothes, but he was hit by a blow 


from a man who emerged from the bushes behind them. It was Holger, who swiftly caused 


the samurai to fall to the ground. In that brief moment, he seized the heavy chest his 


companion was carrying and gestured to run. 


The three of them began to move toward where Agnar and the white-haired samurai 
were. There, Agnar stopped pointing his katana at his opponent and extended a hand to help 
him up. The samurai accepted, picking up his katana from the ground and starting to run 


alongside the rest of his comrades. 


Hjordis's father's group recovered from Rune's attack a couple of minutes later. Their 
eyes were tearing up, and their noses were red as they washed their faces with water carried 


in bamboo containers. 


After this, Hjordis's father asked, "What... was that?" 


"It's a special powder that dries the eyes and nose," replied the larger samurai. "I know 


some shinobis who use it as an escape method." 


"I don't care who they are! Let's go after them; they took my daughter and the ransom! 


It's unforgivable..." 


"I think I heard them heading south when they escaped. There are only hills and a river 
in that direction, nowhere to hide. Let's follow them," the samurai expressed with 


determination. "You're not the only one worried about your offspring, sir." 


As he said, they all followed the trail of the fugitives. It wasn't very difficult due to the 
large number of branches and leaves they had dropped while cutting through the path 


leading to the river. 


It was a tense few minutes of searching, but just when they thought they had gone the 


wrong way, they heard a girl's scream followed by furious exclamations from a young man. 


The group followed the commotion and reached a small hill next to the river, where 
they witnessed a very disheartening scene. The young woman they knew as Akemi stood by 
the riverbank with an arrow stuck in her chest, blood oozing from her mouth. The white- 
haired samurai brandished his katana against Agnar, who reciprocated the act. Behind the 


latter was Rune. 


"Akemi!" Hyjordis's father exclaimed, positioning himself in front of all the men. The 
young woman turned to her father with a sad look as she extended her hand, took a few steps 


back, and let herself fall into the river, submerging herself. 


Rune ran towards her and plunged into the water where she had fallen. Hjerdis's father 


tried to throw himself into the water, but his men restrained him despite his cries and protests. 


The two men holding katanas observed the river, and despite the passing seconds, neither 
of the two who had fallen into the water emerged. This made the samurai with white hair 
angry, and he attacked Agnar, who eagerly blocked each of the cuts. However, this pushed 


him back until he was at the edge of the hill. 


When the samurai with white hair was about to deliver the final blow, an object was shot 


at great speed from one of the trees and lodged into the left side of his armor. 


"Toshiro!" exclaimed the larger samurai. 


The young warrior with white hair saw how an arrow had pierced his armor. Despite this, 
he tried to walk towards Agnar; the next thing he felt was a second arrow embedded in his 


right side and a third a few seconds later in the shield protecting his right leg. Still, with these 


wounds, in a final burst of aggressiveness, he charged at Agnar and grabbed him with his 


arms, causing both to fall into the river. 


All the men at the foot of the hill ran to the top, trying to observe the place where the 
people who had just entered the water a couple of minutes ago were. Still, it was futile, none 


of the four appearing, no matter how much they shouted or searched in the water. 


Minutes later, in a dark cave connected to the river, a couple of figures emerged from the 
water and began swimming, trying to breathe normally. Their soaked hair covered their faces, 
making it difficult for them to see, but they continued swimming, supporting each other until 
they managed to cling to some rocks that facilitated their arrival at the dry area of the cave. 
Once there, they lay on the floor, gazing at the dark ceiling while their labored breaths echoed 


through the walls. 


"Hey... Hjordis... Are you alive?" Rune asked. 


"If I weren't... I wouldn't still be breathing... idiot," she replied between gasps. 


"I didn't expect things to turn out like this; I had to improvise a bit," Rune admitted as he 


stood up. 


"I should have thought about it; my father is the kind who seeks to win at all costs. Even 


if I were in danger, he wouldn't downplay the importance of money," Hjerdis said. 


"Sounds like an old miser. That surprised me less than encountering him again." 


"Wait a moment!" Hjordis exclaimed with confusion. "Are you telling me that wasn't part 


of the plan?" 


"No... it wasn't," a voice in a tired tone echoed through the cave. 


The two by the water's edge looked towards the cave entrance, where two figures were 
faintly visible, slowly walking towards them while holding elongated objects above the 
surface, giving the impression that they didn't want them to get wet. They walked until they 


reached the tiny beach inside the cave. 


"I guess it's a twist of fate," Agnar said as he sheathed his katana and shook out his long 


hair with his hands. 


"I didn't expect to find you so soon, Signe," Rune affirmed. 


"I didn't expect to run into you fools, but I guess I attract bad company," Signe replied, 


letting himself fall backward on the ground as he began to untie the parts of his armor. 


"Holger and Arvid must be hiding nearby," Rune said, "so we just have to wait until 


nightfall, and we can leave this place to meet up with them." 


"How did you discover this cave? It seems like you've practiced how to get here," Hjordis 


inquired. 


"I asked the locals; I had to bribe a couple for this information, but it was worth it after 
seeing it. Although I had to give them enough to ensure they wouldn't be in the village today; 


I didn't want any loose ends." 


"Well, it was worth it." Signe affirmed. 


"Now what?" Hjordis asked, wringing out her hair. 


"Honestly, I don't know. I suppose buying supplies, clothes, weapons, and looking for the 


captain. Then we'd be the seven of us," Rune said. 


"I also want to reunite with him," Agnar said. "He might be having a worse time than us 


or even be dead by now." 


"Either way," Signe said, fully removing his armor, "I'm glad to see you again. I guess 


you have a lot to tell me." 
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The four emerged from the cave shortly after nightfall, following the trail that led out of 
the forest, making sure to avoid any signs of pursuit by Hjerdis' father and his men. After a 
few hours, they reunited with Holger and Arvid, who had divided the gold pieces for each to 


carry and buried the chest. 


Following this, the group changed back into the clothes they had left at a designated spot 
for the exchange's conclusion, making them look like ordinary villagers instead of kidnappers 
and the kidnapped. Signe had to make do with a cloth and a hat to conceal the samurai attire 
he wore under the armor, including his katana. He didn't object, as he didn't have many 


options. 


Once this was done, the group walked along the paths leading to the next village, where 
Hjordis' father would find it more challenging to track them. They traveled for hours until, 
after a brief rest in an abandoned temple where they took the opportunity to sleep, they 


reached the next village. 


There, they had the following conversation: 


"So, was that samurai your father?" Holger asked. 


"Unfortunately, yes." Signe replied. "The guy raised me to fight and serve, hitting me 
with sticks for the slightest mistake and only knowing how to shout. He fed me and dressed 


me well, at least it was better than my past life with my father." 


"That explains the fine katana you carry." Agnar said. "Your father must be a high-ranking 


samurai; I can tell from the quality of the armor he wore and the metal of your katana." 


"Jealous, are you?" Signe asked with a mocking smile. 


"I think I would have been better off if I had reincarnated into that family. I have no 


problem following rules from others as long as they are good." 


"Too bad, although after your past life full of wealth and luxury, I think it was fair." 


"My opinion, the winner in this case was Hjerdis." Rune affirmed. "Or should I call you 


"Akemi'?" 


"Shut up!" Hjordis replied angrily. "I hated that name, and the rules, and the clothes. You 


can't run in a kimono; hakamas are much better, how I envy the men of this era." 


"Well, now you dress like one, consider yourself lucky." Arvid said. "I think anyone 
would feel uncomfortable wearing clothes they didn't like, much more if they weren't for the 


right gender, although in your case, it's more of the former than the latter." 


"By the way, Arvid." Signe said. "I see that your aim has only improved over the years. 
When they told me I would have to fake my death, I thought Agnar would be the one to 


falsely injure me; I had to improvise with the arrow wounds." 


"T wasn't in favor of it either, but Rune said it would make it more believable. I made sure 


not to aim at anything vital in case of failure, even if it was very little." 


"You gave me a couple of scratches, but nothing a bit of ointment won't fix. I'll trust my 


life to your bow from now on." 


"You know? I'd like you to teach me some kendo," Agnar admitted. "I think once I get a 


new katana, it would be very useful." 


"Of course, I have to take mine to a good blacksmith; it didn't get as nicked as yours, but 
all those cuts and the river water must have taken a toll on it. In fact, I'd like to buy another 


one; I've always been one to use two instead of one." 


They walked a bit more until they reached the entrance of the village, which seemed a bit 
busier than the one they were in before, so they assumed it would be easier to blend in there. 
They told Hjerdis to keep her head down even with the hat on and make sure not to speak at 


all. 


They strolled through the streets, making sure not to do anything to attract attention. 


Shortly after, they heard Holger's stomach growling due to hunger. 


"Excuse me, I think the walk left me a bit more tired than I thought." Holger said, placing 


his hand on his belly. 


"It's better if we buy something to eat and cook it," Rune suggested, "staying in one place 


to eat could make us discoverable if we make a misstep." 


"What do you crave, big guy?" Hjordis asked. 


"Anything that fills me up, some rice and maybe fish with some pickled radish" Holger 


replied. 


"I'll go get the rice." Agnar said. "Rune, how about you go for the fish?" 


"Got it." Rune replied, "The rest of you wait here; it's better if we don't split up." 


The group agreed, so Arvid, Holger, Signe, and Hjordis stayed in the shade of a tree, 


watching as their companions went to get food. 


Rune wasted no time finding someone selling fish since it was a widely traded product in 
the region. He spotted a young man carrying fish in a couple of nets, each hanging from one 


end of a pole. Assuming he was a fisherman, Rune approached him and asked: 


"Excuse me, could you sell me some of your fish?" 


"Of course, I caught a lot today," replied the young man with long black hair as he turned 


around. 


He stared at Rune fixedly with an expression of surprise. After a few seconds of awkward 


silence, Rune asked: 


"Is everything okay? I just want to buy some fish from you." 


"Agnar?" the young man asked. 


"No, I am... wait... Captain?" Rune asked, using the last word in Icelandic. 


"Rune?" 


"It can't be..." 


The two young men approached each other, and Rune felt his captain lifting him off the 
ground with a strong hug, as was his usual habit. The momentum was such that Karl even 


dropped the fish he had been carrying. 


"Captain... I can't breathe..." Rune said with some difficulty. 


"Sorry," Karl continued, quickly lowering his companion. "I didn't expect to find you 


here." 


"Me neither, but here I am... we are." 


"Have you found others besides me?" Karl asked with obvious excitement in his voice. 


"Yes... they're over there. All of them" 


Within seconds of Rune pointing in the direction where the others were, Karl ran towards 


them, shouting: 


"Guys! I finally found you!" in Icelandic, causing onlookers to observe him with 


confusion. 


Those under the tree were surprised to hear these words. They moved a bit away from 
where they were leaning, receiving their captain with disbelief. He barged into them with so 
much force that, had it not been for Holger's bulk, he would have undoubtedly knocked them 


to the ground. 


"Guys! I really missed you a lot," Karl expressed with subtle tears at the corners of his 


eyes. 


His companions greeted and comforted him with pats on the back and various greetings. 
Each one introduced themselves, notifying him that Agnar was buying rice and would join 
them shortly. The captain suggested they follow him since he knew where the part of the 


market selling rice was, making it easy to find Agnar. 


"Hey, don't leave this lying around," Rune said, approaching the group carrying the fish 


Karl had dropped earlier. "Wasting food is a sin, or at least that's what the monks say." 


"Sorry," Karl replied, receiving the fish and placing the pole back over his shoulders. 


"Follow me; I think I know where Agnar is." 


The six of them then headed to find their companion. Along the way, they shared stories 


of their lives up to that point, and Karl reciprocated. 


Karl had been raised by a fisherman; unfortunately, he drowned during a storm last 


summer. Since then, Karl has been living on his own, using what he was taught. 


After walking through the market for a few minutes, they tried to pay attention to their 
surroundings to locate Agnar. It was then that they heard two men shouting in terror froma 
nearby tea house. The men quickly left the establishment, prompting the group to investigate 


the cause of the commotion. 


Upon reaching the tea house, they witnessed the sight of Agnar, who had unsheathed his 
katana and stood in front of two men who also pointed their swords at him. Behind him stood 


a frightened young woman clinging to his clothes, trembling. 


"Listen, kid," one of the men said. "That girl is going to be my wife, so put away that 


rusty kitchen knife you have there and give her back to me before I get angry." 


"She already told you she doesn't want to go with you," Agnar replied with a hint of anger 


in his voice. "You better put away your weapons and leave." 


"What if we fight outside and see who wins? If you're really a man, you won't be afraid 


to fight with that little sword of yours. Right?" 


Agnar turned to look at the young woman clinging to his body, who trembled and looked 
at him with fear and desperation. He held her hand and, without looking at the two men in 


front of him, said: 


"Alright, let's go outside, but this lady stays behind me; that's my only condition." 


The two men agreed. Agnar then walked with the young woman toward the exit, and 
upon seeing his companions on the side of the door, he told them to keep her safe. Initially, 
she didn't want to separate from him, but when he looked at her with a calm expression and 


wiped away her tears, she composed herself and stood with the others. 


Before heading out to fight the two men, Signe told Agnar that he would help, but he 
declined the assistance. According to him, this was his fight, and he wanted to show those 
men that they shouldn't have angered him. Signe reluctantly agreed after considering his 
companion's gaze, lending him his katana since the one Agnar intended to use was not in 
suitable condition for a duel after his recent act at the river. Agnar accepted and borrowed the 


weapon, leaving his own katana with Signe. 


A couple of minutes later, the three men were positioned in an area outside the tea house. 
In addition to Agnar's companions, a few curious onlookers gathered to witness the duel. 
Among them was a man accompanied by two others carrying high-quality katanas and 
uniforms denoting a high rank. He was sipping from a jug as he observed the three men in 


front of him. 


"This is going to be interesting," the man said as he took a sip from the jug. 


Agnar surveyed the two men standing with their katanas ready for an attack. They looked 
annoyed yet confident about the confrontation, while he maintained a stoic expression, his 


hair swaying in the breeze. 


"Hey, young man," the man who was drinking alongside the two uniformed men called 


out. "Do you mind if I declare the start of the duel?" 
"Do as you please," Agnar replied with seriousness. 
"Perfect." 


The man got up with the help of the two men beside him and moved to the side of the 
three fighters. Once there, he closed his fist over his mouth and made some sounds, 


attempting to adjust his tone. After that, he said: 
"Let the duel... Begin!" 


Agnar was the first to attack. He took a series of rapid steps that caught the two men off 
guard. With a swift movement of his sword, he delivered a cut that caused one of them to 
narrowly evade. This was followed by a second upward cut, which, despite being blocked, 


made the man fall backward. 


The second man then attempted to strike Agnar, but he moved quickly. A couple of 
desperate and erratic attacks followed, which Agnar calmly observed before dealing a blow 
with the flat side of the katana to the wrist, causing the man to release his weapon, letting it 
fall to the ground. Agnar then swiftly directed the blade toward the man's arm, leaving a deep 


cut that stained his attire and left a trail of blood on the ground. 


Without giving him a single second to process what had happened, Agnar plunged the 
katana's tip into the man's chest with such force that it could be seen from the back as the 


man fell to the ground shortly after. 


Everyone, from his companions and the young woman to the curious onlookers and the 
man drinking, watched as Agnar coldly removed his katana from the bleeding man lying on 
the ground. The young man lightly shook the blade, causing it to sprinkle on the small patch 
of grass near the tea house. Afterward, he walked toward the second man, who remained 


trembling while gazing at his fallen companion with eyes filled with fear. 


"Sorry..." the man stammered with a low and shaky voice. 


"What did you say?" Agnar asked as he approached the man. "I can't hear you. Speak 


louder if you want me to understand." 


"I'm sorry! Forgive me! I didn't mean it seriously. I know I shouldn't have mistreated that 
girl. I was just playing with her, so please, forgive me!" the man concluded as he prostrated 


himself with his head on the ground and both hands in a position indicating repentance. 


"Don't worry; it's not my place to judge you," Agnar said calmly. 


The man then lifted his head to look at Agnar with a relieved smile, tears streaming from 
his eyes. He wanted to express words of gratitude, but they didn't come out of his mouth. The 
last thing he witnessed was the gleam of the sun reflecting on Agnar's katana before he 
forcefully swung the blade across the man's neck, cleanly separating his head from his body. 


The head rolled, almost touching the feet of the onlookers, who recoiled with screams. 


Agnar disdainfully eyed the lifeless body of the man, blood spurting from the severed 
neck. Subsequently, he took a piece of fabric from inside his haori and used it to clean the 


katana's blade, which he then sheathed before walking toward his companions. 


"Thank you very much," Agnar said, returning the weapon to Signe. "I apologize; I think 


I got a little carried away." 


"Don't apologize," Signe responded with a smile as he received the katana. "I couldn't 


have done it better; you truly surprised me, I think all of us." 


"How are you?" Agnar asked, turning to the young woman. "I'm sorry you had to witness 


all this barbarity, but I couldn't forgive those two for what they did to you." 


"N-no... you don't have to apologize," she replied shyly. "You just defended me... I feel 


nothing but gratitude towards you." She finished offering a slight bow. 
"May I know your name?" 
"I-I am Ayame, my name is Ayame." 


"Ayame, it's a beautiful name. My name is Yoichi, nice to meet you." Agnar finished, 


returning the bow. 


"So, that's your name," the man who had been drinking said as he approached Agnar, 


standing next to the girl and his companions, "you truly are exceptional despite your age." 


Both Agnar and the rest eyed the man with suspicion as they positioned themselves beside 


their comrade, leaving Ayame behind him. 


"Don't worry," the man continued. "I have no intention of bothering you or your 


companion. Let me introduce myself; my name is Jubei. I'm one of the men responsible for 


training the warriors of the Tokugawa clan." Jubei finished, holding a seal with the emblem 


of the mentioned clan in his hand. 


"The Tokugawa clan?" Signe asked incredulously. "What is someone like you doing in 


this place?" 


"I wanted to drink and eat something without being bothered, and I heard that in this 
town, I could get lost without being found so quickly. Not only did I get that, but I also 


witnessed a real spectacle." 


"What do you want?" Agnar asked. "Are you going to arrest me for killing those men?" 


"Not at all. From what I heard, that young lady you defended was forcibly taken from the 
rice fields by those men who wanted to take advantage of her. As I see it, you did nothing 
that any man with a shred of honor wouldn't have done. Although the way you executed it 


" 


was... 


"Excessive? Yes, I also believe so." 


"Impeccable," Jubei continued, to Agnar's surprise. "Beheading with a single stroke is not 
something easily done, even with a good-quality and very sharp katana. Have you decapitated 


someone before?" 


"I've had to... face other enemies. You learn how to cut certain parts with the time." 


Jubei laughed intensely and loudly at this answer, while the others watched him with 


doubt until he stopped the act and resumed the conversation. 


"You're truly interesting. You know, I constantly look for talented individuals to join the 
defense of the clan. Would you be interested in fighting for our cause? A young man with 


your talent would be welcomed." 


"What are you saying?" Agnar asked incredulously. "Join the Tokugawa... I... I wouldn't 


know what to say." 


"You don't have to answer me now. If you wish, come to see me at sunrise at the town's 
exit; I'll wait for you until the sun is above the hill. If you arrive before that, I'll accept you 
into our ranks. Make sure to take the young lady home; a man should not leave tasks 


unfinished." 


With these words, Jubei withdrew along with his men. Agnar was stunned by this man's 
proposal; his impression was so great that he could barely respond when Karl approached 


him. 


After this moment, the group accompanied Ayame to her home, where she was received 
by her parents with joy and relief. Both thanked the young man who had saved her and gifted 
him a bag of rice to share with his companions. He politely declined, but in the face of others' 
insistence, he was forced to accept the gift. Before leaving, the girl asked if she would see 
him again. He, with some doubt, took her hand and told her that if he became one of the men 
who would serve the Tokugawa clan, he would tell her in person. Ayame, with a smile, 
hooked her pinkie finger with Agnar's and squeezed it, indicating that it was a promise, and 
if he were to break it, he should swallow a thousand needles. He accepted with a slight smile, 


then left with his companions. 


That night, everyone camped on the outskirts of the nearby forest. They made sure not to 
stray too far from the town's exit so as not to delay Agnar if he decided to accept Jubei's offer. 
They prepared some rice in a pot hanging over a campfire, while others cooked the fish by 
impaling them on sharp branches near the fire. They both enjoyed the dishes once ready, 


engaging in conversation. 


"Do you know? Now I understand why it took us so long to find you, Captain," Signe 


said while chewing on one of the fish. 


"Why do you say that?" Karl asked, eating rice from a wooden bowl. 


"Your hair. It's always blond, but in this life, you were born with black hair. It doesn't suit 


you at all." 


"No one in this country has blond hair. You're the only one who always has it white, 


making you stand out." 


"Don't remind me. My father said I should dye it, but I told him it wouldn't be necessary 


if he always let me keep the helmet on." 


"Hey, big guy, are you satisfied now?" Hjordis asked, addressing Holger. 


"I think I could eat more," he responded, filling his mouth with rice. "The rice in this 


village is exquisite; I could eat it every day." 


"They seem to have a good harvest," Arvid remarked. "The rice fields look well-tended; 


I hope they stay that way for a long time." 


"I hope so too. I'd like to send some of this rice to my family. I'd like to see them again 


and give them something from the reward we split,". 


"Hey, friends, where is my share?" Karl asked. 


"What are you talking about? You didn't do anything when that happened," Rune 


protested. 


"But we're a team; I thought one's gain was everyone's. Isn't that right, Agnar? Are you 


listening to me?" 


Agnar sat thoughtfully on a rock, his gaze fixed on the bowl of rice he hadn't touched 


with the chopsticks in his hand. 
"Agnar!" Karl exclaimed. 
"What's going on?" he asked, snapping out of his trance. 
"You're still thinking about what you'll do tomorrow, aren't you?" Arvid asked. 


"I have many doubts about his proposal. I mean, it's something I've always dreamed of: 
training with the best in the art of the sword and developing to my full potential. With you, 


I've fought a lot, but I can't say you've trained me formally as I would have liked." 


"Then don't think about it," Karl asserted. "Go to the town entrance at dawn and train 
with that guy and his men. I'm sure you can become a renowned swordsman. Don't worry 
about us; I'm sure we'll meet again. If there's ever a war, we'll fight on the side of the 


Tobubawa." 
"Tokugawa," the others corrected simultaneously. 


"Tokugawa, we'll fight alongside them. Isn't that right, guys?" 


The others nodded in approval of their companion, who couldn't help but smile at the 


gesture. 


"All right, I've decided," Agnar said confidently. "I'll go to the town entrance tomorrow, 


but with one condition." 
"What condition?" Rune asked. 


"That all of you accompany me. If I'm going to say goodbye, I want it to be proper, at the 
moment we part ways. By the way, keep my share of the ransom, I'll not need that were I'm 


going." 


The others didn't object and accepted Agnar's condition. Shortly after finishing the meal, 
they proceeded to sleep to wake up early and arrive on time at the agreed-upon location. 
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The group walked to the location agreed upon by Jubei the day before. They didn't talk 
much since most of what they had to say had been discussed the previous night. When the 
sun was about to rise over the hills, Jubei observed from a distance as the seven approached 


where he and his men were standing. He smiled confidently until, seeing Agnar right in front 


of him, he greeted him: 
"Good morning, young man. I see you came... and well accompanied." 


"Good day, Mr. Jubei," Agnar responded with a bow. "As you can see, I have decided to 


accept your proposal." 
"I knew a young man with your talent wouldn't miss this opportunity; I assure you that..." 


"However." Agnar interrupted abruptly. "I have a condition." 


"For as respectable as you look, you can be very erratic when you set your mind to it. 


What kind of condition?" 


"I apologize, but I want you to consider adding more people to your ranks, individuals 
skilled in the art of combat, talented, young, and ready to leave immediately." Agnar finished, 


turning to look at his companions with a slight smile on his face. 


Everyone who had accompanied Agnar, as well as the two men behind Jubei, became 
astonished at this proposition. Jubei, for his part, couldn't contain his excitement and began 


laughing profusely. 


"Agnar! What are you thinking?" Signe objected as he grabbed him by the collar of his 


garment. "Don't ruin this opportunity by getting sentimental!" 


"I'm not getting sentimental." Agnar responded, firmly holding Signe's hand. "I'm being 
rational. You all are more than capable of fighting and serving; some of you are even better 


than me, including you. So, I just want you to be where you'll be needed the most." 


"But..." 


"T like it." Jubei responded. "It's an uncommon proposal, but from your way of answering, 
I can assume these are not empty words." Jubei moved and began observing each of Agnar's 
companions one by one. "I won't deny it; some of them look fit. The white-haired one stands 
very firm and has a good katana; he must be a samurai who deserted, a ronin. The muscular 
young man over there probably practiced sumo; his haircut gives it away. The two with long 
hair don't seem extraordinary, but I suppose the neater one must know something about using 


that bow. The absent-minded one has been staring at me since we arrived; it's clear he doesn't 


trust me." He said pointed at Rune with his index finger. "And the one with the hat... Why 


hasn't he said anything or shown his face?" 


"That's because..." Agnar said uncertainly. 


"Because I'm a woman! Okay?" Hjerdis exclaimed as she took off her hat and stared at 


Jubei. 


Everyone else remained silent, watching this scene. Rune placed his hand over his eyes 
as he tilted his head, Signe could only look at his companion with anger, while Agnar and the 


others observed Jubei, who showed a serious expression and then said: 


"So, a woman... tell me, young lady, can you fight?" 


"Yes, and very well." Hjordis responded confidently. 


"What kind of weapons do you know to use?" 


"Knives or any kind or any short-edged weapon." 


"Kitchen knives maybe?" Jubei asked, looking at Hjordis, who glared at him angrily. "I'm 
just kidding. There have been stories like that of Zomoe Gozen, the female samurai. I suppose 


gender doesn't matter for those willing to fight and kill." 


"What do you think?" Agnar asked. "Will you accept my proposal?" 


"Unfortunately, I can't rely solely on your word; trust is something that's earned. I've seen 
what you can do with a katana; I can trust in that, but regarding the others, I haven't seen 


anything." 


"So, you won't..." 


"So..." Jubei interrupted. "I'm going to check how reliable you all are. I will put you to 


the test." 


"What kind of test?" Signe asked. 


"There will be two, actually. One of determination and another of combat ability. What if 
you try to reach the training field of the warriors in the service of the Tokugawa clan? The 
journey should take about five days on foot, only stopping briefly for food or some sleep; it's 


near the capital. I'll give you a map to orient yourselves better once you're close." 


"Do you want us to reach the capital in five days?" Rune asked. "You must be joking." 


"I'm very serious; warriors must be willing to use everything within themselves to fulfill 
their duty. If they don't have horses, they'll use their feet; if their feet don't serve them, they'll 
use their hands, and if they can't continue with their hands, they'll crawl with their chin. This 


will show me how much determination you have to follow your friend." 


"What is the second test?" Karl asked, curious. 


"If you reach the training camp, you will engage in duels with the men I choose. You can 
use any weapons you want, as long as you don't seriously injure any of them. I apologize, 


young lady, but you'll have to face only men." 


"As always," replied Hjordis without looking Jubei in the eyes. 


"It seems you're not just a pretty face," he added with a slight laugh. "What do you think? 


Do you accept my challenge? Or is it too tough for young folks like you?" 


The group turned to look at each other, and after a brief silence, they all looked at Jubei 


and answered "we accept" in unison, with confident smiles on their faces. 


"I see. In that case, I'll depart with young Yoichi immediately. I have a cart waiting for us 
up ahead; we should arrive today if we leave right away. Say your goodbyes to your comrades 


and give them this," Jubei concluded, handing Agnar a scroll. 


Agnar thanked him and headed back to his comrades, handing the scroll to Karl and 


firmly shaking his hand. 
"Show them what we're made of," Agnar said, looking at his captain. 
"You'll see in a few days," he confidently replied. 


His comrades approached, each placing a hand on Agnar's shoulder and smiling at him. 


After a brief moment of joy, they bid farewell, promising to reunite in a few days. 


They watched Agnar leave with Jubei and his men. Rune stayed examining the scroll that 


depicted the map of the surrounding areas to the place they were supposed to go. 


"Do you have any idea how we'll get to that place in time, Rune?" Karl asked, still 


contemplating Agnar walking into the distance. 


"Honestly, it will be nearly impossible to get there on foot," responded Rune, studying 


the map. 
"So, we won't be able to?" Holger asked. 
"I didn't say that. I said it would be nearly impossible to get there... on foot." 
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Four days had passed since Agnar parted ways with his comrades; three days since he 


arrived at the camp where Tokugawa's men trained. He had been introduced to kendo 


instructors who evaluated his performance. While his manners and discipline were fitting for 
a disciple of that family, his sword skills needed refinement, as his style was ordinary but 


effective in its own way. 


The young man was engaged in an evening training session, executing repeated cutting 
movements with a wooden sword while shouting battle cries. Jubei arrived, observing him 
with interest. Agnar ceased the movements and greeted the instructor with a bow before 


hearing him say: 


"It seems to me that you train hard despite having arrived recently." 


"I don't want to waste time," Agnar replied. "Training with the best swordsmen in the 
country has always been my dream. I want to develop my kendo and serve the most suitable 


people, nothing more." 


"It's a thought befitting a samurai; I think you'll fit in well here. I came because your 


comrades have only one day left to reach this place, and I wanted to inform you." 


"I know. You said you would give them until tomorrow afternoon, which would be more 


than five days since we separated, quite generous of your part." 


"Not at all, I just set the right conditions so that the test was enough for young people like 


them to pass it at an appropriate difficulty." 


Agnar fell silent and shortly after indicated that he wanted to continue his training. Jubei 
didn't object and withdrew while discreetly observing the young man continue wielding the 
sword. His face didn't reflect any concern, only concentration, something that surprised and 


made him smile faintly as he distanced himself. 


That night, Agnar could barely sleep. He was in the room where the other men in 
Tokugawa's service who were in training rested. Some were a bit older than him, making him 


feel somewhat out of place due to his young age. 


The dawn of the fifth day arrived; Agnar got up, though it was still a bit early for the 
morning training. He sat in the place where he slept, pondering the fate of his comrades. 
Suddenly, he heard one of the guards ringing a bell, causing everyone to wake up. They then 
rushed to the courtyard, where they saw the other men at the entrance preparing as if they 


were under attack. 


"What's happening?" Jubei asked, approaching the men guarding the entrance. 


They informed him that they had seen possible invaders approaching the camp, a very 
suspicious group of six people with a disheveled appearance. Jubei realized who they could 
be and ordered the gates to be opened, but they had to remain on guard in case they weren't 


who they expected. 


They did just that, archers ready to shoot and men with katanas prepared to charge 
forward. Jubei and Agnar kept a close watch on the path leading to the forest on the outskirts 
of the camp. In the distance, figures running at great speed gradually approached and revealed 


their appearance. 


Indeed, it was Agnar's companions; the six of them ran at full speed until they stood right 
in front of the camp entrance. They looked exhausted, with labored breathing, sweating, dirty 


and torn clothes, and eyes indicating sleepless nights. 


"I see you made it on time," Jubei affirmed, approaching the young ones. "Although it's 


evident that you went through a lot. What exactly happened to you?" 


"Well," Karl said with difficulty as he straightened up, "along the way, the fact that we 
slept for three hours a day for the past four days, the wild animals that chased us, the rain, 


and that we've been running since dawn... it was a lot, a lot of things." 


"I understand," Jubei responded with some impression. "I think we can say that this trial 


has been overcome." 


The group rejoiced, celebrating with weak cheers and looking at each other. Jubei 


continued. 


"Now, the next trial awaits. I'll instruct my men to guide you to where you can freshen 
up. I've prepared a couple of women for the young lady; it's sad to see a girl like her so 


unkempt. Please follow, and later, you can talk to your friend and prepare for the next trial." 


As Jubei indicated, the six entered the camp and were escorted to the quarters where they 
could bathe and change. After a couple of hours, during which they thoroughly cleansed their 
bodies with hot water and changed clothes, they gathered in a separate room for the seven, 


where they had breakfast. 


For Agnar, it was somewhat challenging to watch as his companions stuffed themselves 
with the food prepared for them without the slightest bit of shame, asking for seconds and 
occasionally forgetting the fact that they had utensils and that the floor could be littered with 
residues of what didn't make it into their mouths. However, he let it pass since they obviously 


hadn't been properly fed during the journey. 


"I don't hear anyone nearby," Arvid asserted. "I think we can talk in our language now." 


"Perfect," Agnar said in Icelandic. "I wanted to ask you about how you managed to get 


here on time; obviously, it wasn't easy." 


"The truth is, it was," Karl replied. 


"How so?" 


"You better tell him, Rune; you came up with most of it." 


"If you wish," Rune responded. "Do you remember the gold pieces?" 


"Yes," Agnar replied. "I made it very clear that you could keep my share." 


"It turns out we invested it; we bought some horses, a cart, food, and everything needed 
to cross the mountains. We even got a set of maps that, when combined, made it easier for us 


to reach the capital, although they were quite expensive." 


"So, you arrived in carts? Why did we see you running to the entrance?" 


"It was an act; it would be too obvious if we had arrived without any signs of difficulty. 
That's why we got rid of the cart, left the horses with some very old farmers who I don't think 
will rat us out, buried the rest of what we had at a marked point to pick up later, and then we 


headed to this place." 


"That doesn't explain why you looked so disheveled." 


"Because we tore our clothes, rubbed ourselves in mud, didn't eat since yesterday 
morning, and made sure not to sleep the night before as we walked to this place. That made 


it more convincing, didn't it?" 


Agnar just smiled, trying to hold back a laugh provoked by the mentioned antics of his 


group. 


After breakfast, they were visited again by Jubei and his men. They explained that the 
next trial would begin in two days, allowing them time to rest and be ready for the upcoming 


combat. 


The group played along, pretending to be excessively tired and protesting the short time 
allotted for the test. Despite their objections, Jubei insisted on giving them only two days to 
prepare and rest, which they had to accept. He left shortly after, instructing Hjerdis to stay in 
a separate room with the other women of the service, which she accepted without much 


resistance, this suggested by Arvid. 


The two days passed quickly. Agnar and his friends took the opportunity to discuss how 
the place was organized. Agnar shared information about the disciples, their training 


methods, mentality, and the fighting style he had observed during their practices. 


38 28 2k 


When the time came to present the test, all the disciples gathered in the courtyard, 
observing the six companions of Agnar placed in the center, all wearing white on top and 
black on the bottom uniforms. This surprised the onlookers, especially because there was a 


woman among them. 


"Alright, the time has come," Jubei declared as he positioned himself in front of the six 
in the center of the courtyard. "Let's see what you're made of. I hope you can give me a good 


show after coming this far." 


"Sir," Signe said firmly. 


"Go ahead... Toshiro, right?" Jubei asked. 


"Yes, sir. How will we conduct this test?" 


"It's quite simple. You must go to the warehouse where we keep the training weapons, 
ranging from wooden swords to bows and arrows. Choose the one you prefer and come back 


here. I will decide who you'll face. You may proceed right now." 


The group then headed to the warehouse. Upon arrival, they inspected the weapons 
available. Not only were there wooden weapons, but there were also ones with sharp blades, 


such as spears and naginatas. 


As several minutes passed without their return, Jubei grew impatient and asked his men 
to check on them. Almost immediately before they reached the entrance, they saw the six 


young individuals coming out, most of them wielding a weapon. 


Signe chose two wooden swords; Hjordis, on the other hand, opted for a pair of tonfas; 
Arvid selected a longbow and a few arrows from a quiver; Rune settled for a long wooden 
stick; Holger did not choose any weapon but wrapped his hands below the wrists with 
bandages; among all, Karl stood out, carrying a Kama-type sickle in each hand, tied together 


by a rope from the handles. 


"What are those things?" Jubei asked, addressing Karl. 


"It's the weapon I chose," he replied. "You said I could use any within the warehouse, and 


these were at the bottom of one of the baskets. I tied them together for better grip." 


"Those are edged weapons. In training, we make sure not to gravely injure our disciples." 


"I understand... Hey, Holger, lend me some bandages." 


Karl received the bandages from his companion and proceeded to cover the metal part of 
one of the weapons. Before finishing, he placed one of them on a rock and, using the other, 
delivered a strong blow that broke the tip, causing sparks to fly. He repeated the process with 


the second, finally wrapping both with the white bandages, hiding any visible sharp edge. 


"Is this better?" Karl asked, holding the two sickles in front of Jubei. 


"I suppose that doesn't go against the rules," he affirmed. "Either way, come with me." 


The group followed Jubei, who, as he walked, pointed to one of his disciples, telling them 
whom they would fight against and what weapons they could use. He did this with each of 
the six candidates until they were distributed around the field. Arvid had to go to the archery 


area, where he would be examined after the others finished. 


After this, Jubei indicated that they would go one by one: first Signe, then Holger, Karl, 
Rune, Hjerdis, and finally Arvid. Except for the last, the winner would be determined by the 
number of hits, none aimed at vital areas such as the throat or lower parts. Five hits would 


decide the winner, as would causing the opponent to drop their weapon or admit defeat. 


There were no objections. Once the explanation was finished, they proceeded with the 


fights. 


Signe had no trouble facing his opponents, two young individuals with wooden swords. 
He easily blocked their aggressive attacks, exploiting any openings to unleash a flurry of 


offenses, connecting more hits than necessary. 


They had to shout at him to stop as he severely injured his opponents lying on the ground, 


who try to block his blows with their wooden swords. Thus, Signe was approved. 


Next was Holger. For him, they chose three quite robust young men, none of whom had 
any weapons. At the beginning, they attempted to connect punches and kicks, but Holger 
dodged them. When this failed, they tried to take him down, but Holger grabbed the first one 
who approached and flipped him over with his strong arms until he fell to the ground. There, 


he delivered a series of light blows to the abdomen, securing his victory over this opponent. 


The other two opted to surrender upon witnessing this act. Holger then extended his hand 
to his opponent and helped him up. Karl's fight was interesting, to say the least. Since his 
weapons looked dangerous despite covering their edge and tip, Jubei chose four disciples 
who would wear protection similar to the armor of the samurais; they would also use wooden 


swords. 


At the start of the battle, Karl began to spin the sickles by holding them by the handles' 
cords and threw them at his opponents in an attempt to make them drop their swords. They 
resisted, and seeing that this did not work, he chose to stop the rotation and stand still in the 
center. The four in front of him took this as a sign of excessive confidence and tried to attack 


him. 


The one closest to him then felt one of the sickles hanging from Karl impact his chin; it 
had been kicked by Karl during his stay. Karl repeated the movement with the other sickle, 
and the count reached five hits on his opponent. The remaining three decided to attack 


simultaneously. 


Karl threw one sickle a bit farther than before, which tangled with the sword of one of 
them. In a swift movement, he disarmed him and making him lose; then, he spun the cord in 


such a way that it drew a semicircle behind him and flew to the opposite end, where it hit the 


opponent's side with his foot. The opponent stumbled and fell. Karl gave him five hits on the 


back while untangling the weapon from his feet and the wooden sword on the ground. 


He stood watching the last one while spinning only one of his sickles. This one, with a 
cry full of fury, attacked and tried to connect a descending blow to Karl's head, who blocked 
it with the sickle that was not spinning and proceeded to release the other one from his other 
hand. It hit the opponent's belly, followed by another four in quick succession, ending the 


match. 


For Rune, they chose only one opponent, although he was a tall guy who also had an 
elongated wooden stick. The fight began with the latter trying to connect a series of both high 
and low blows against the young man, who limited himself to blocking with some difficulty. 
He noticed that it would be difficult to land five blows on him without risking receiving the 
same number himself. Therefore, he stepped back for a moment, carefully observing his 


opponent, and then began to run. 


The opponent dodged the blow and tried to destabilize him by moving the stick laterally 
towards his leg. In a quick movement, Rune placed his leg in such a way that it was raised 
above the stick, which went straight to his groin. The young man then closed his legs again 
and fell to the ground, making painful noises. His opponent stepped away confused, and 


Rune's companions went to see him. 


Signe told Jubei that this counted as a disqualification for his opponent, so Rune would 
be the winner. He couldn't object, given the clear state of the young man on the ground and 


the evident rule violation during the duel. 


Hjordis had an opponent who appeared more experienced than the others, looking gallant 
and older than the rest. He observed her with a confident smile, holding his wooden sword, 


and told her he wouldn't be too rough with her. She smiled back just before starting. 


When the start signal was given, she jumped toward her opponent, who looked at her 
dumbfounded. What followed was a series of brutal blows with the tonfas to the face, nape, 
shoulders, hands, and torso of the young man. She made sure to hit everything she could, 
avoiding vital areas and the groin. After several seconds of what was a brutal and humiliating 
beating, it became necessary for her companions to run onto the battlefield and stop her from 


making him bleed more. 


The young man ended up with both arms over his head and in a fetal position on the 
ground. He was escorted by two of the disciples out of the field. There was no need to 
announce the obvious result for which Hjordis smiled slyly at Jubei, who looked at her 


dumbfounded. 


They moved to where the archery range was, and there was Arvid along with three other 


young men waiting for the rest. 


Before starting the second trial, Arvid proposed a condition. He asked to be allowed to 
shoot first, and in return, he would do it blindfolded. Initially, his opponents refused, 
considering it an insult due to his arrogance. However, after he took his bow and shot three 


arrows, each hitting the center of three distant targets, their opinions changed completely. 


Arvid blindfolded himself and, with the help of his companions, was placed in front of 
the middle target. He drew the bowstring, firmly holding the arrow, took a deep breath, and 


then shot again. The arrow landed almost in the same spot as the previous one. He repeated 


the process with the second and third arrows; the last one barely grazed the feathers of the 


one already embedded. 


In the end, two arrows remained in each of the three targets. Arvid removed the blindfold 
and politely asked his opponents to step forward. He also asked his companions if they could 
remove the first arrows he had shot, which had a different color. They hurried to do so, 
noticing a small bell at the opposite end from the tip, waving in the wind. This bell produced 


a characteristic sound that helped Arvid aim despite having his eyes covered. 


They silently removed the arrows while returning with them. Arvid's opponents did their 
best to surpass his feat, but it was in vain; none of their shots hit as close to the center of the 


target as his. 


In total, there were nine attempts, of which only two came close to the center, so Arvid 
was declared the winner. Thus, the second trial concluded, and everyone passed, although 


some more justly and decorously than others, it should be noted. 


After this, Jubei visited them that same afternoon in the assigned room. He said he would 
fulfill his promise and accept them into the ranks of the men who would fight for the 
Tokugawa clan. He wouldn't grant the title of samurai to those who didn't use either the katana 
or the bow, as these weapons were the standard of the bushido. Therefore, only Agnar, Signe, 


and Arvid could aspire to that title. The others did not object. 


That night, the group celebrated while dining. They talked about how they had overcome 
their fights, the way each one had managed to pass the test, especially Rune, who felt 
accomplished and sore at the same time for winning without landing a single blow on his 


opponent. 


"I'm very proud of all of you," Agnar affirmed. "I'm glad you were able to make it here, 


to follow me in my whim." 
"Don't get emotional," Karl replied. "You must indulge yourself from time to time." 


"Yeah, relax," Hjordis said while eating some fish. "We've already found a place to live 


together and a job doing what we do best, so all that's left is to fight and win." 


"If you manage to hurt your enemies as much as that poor guy this morning, I don't think 


we'll ever lose." 


"What can I say? I was annoyed by that overconfident smile he had. I'm sure he was so 


scared he won't look me in the eyes again." 


Agnar contemplated the image of his companions as they talked, laughed, ate, and shared 
a moment of true joy. This while he remembered his past experiences and how he hadn't truly 
been happy until that moment when he felt that he could truly be satisfied with his current 


life. 


Edo City, Japan, Early Autumn 1600. 


Agnar was in the garden fanning his wooden sword. He gazed into the infinite while the 


breeze caressed his bare torso and made his long tied-up hair sway. 


"Husband, I think you've trained enough," said a feminine voice behind him. 


"Sorry," Agnar responded, turning to look at the woman. "I was lost in thought; it helps 


clear my mind." 


"Don't push yourself too hard. You always do and end up injured. Sometimes, I wish you 
were a bit more like your friends," the woman finished, sitting on the wooden floor near the 


garden. 


"You might not like it. You've seen how they behave at times," Agnar replied, sitting next 
to the woman and placing his hand on hers. "But you've always known what's best for me... 


Ayame." 


Ayame held Agnar's hand and rested her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes and 


listening to the wind rustling in the garden. 


"I still remember that fearless young man who went to train and returned to my village 
two years later," Ayame said in the same position. "You looked like a true samurai, elegant, 


with two swords at your waist and a serious yet hopeful expression on your face." 


"Don't remind me," Agnar said, his face blushing slightly. "I feel embarrassed every time 


you tell that story." 


"It's my favorite story. You know I never get tired of remembering it. When you arrived 


and came to my home, I couldn't recognize you; you had become a man." 


"And I saw that girl who had become a young woman, with her knotted kimono over the 
knees while planting rice and her innocent gaze... I knew I wanted to be by your side from 


that moment." 


"Yoichi... Or should I call you Agnar?" 


"You don't have to use that name. I've explained that it's just a game among my comrades 


and me." 


"I find it amusing how you all call each other and that strange language you use when 


you think I can't hear. Is it some kind of code used by the Tokugawa?" 


"Let's say it is. It's quite complicated to explain," Agnar said, looking away, trying to 


dodge the question. "By the way, how is Kouji?" 


"He's still sleeping. Our son is growing strong and healthy; I think he got that from you." 


"Did you hear about the meeting?" 


"Akemi mentioned something the other day. They're coming tomorrow in the afternoon, 


right?" 


"Yes, we'll all gather. Maybe Kouji can play with Taro for a while." 


"You know Akemi doesn't like it when you call him that..." 


"I refuse to use the name that woman gave him. I don't know how his father allowed it." 


"You're always so strict," Ayame affirmed, placing her hand on Agnar's shoulder. "I'll let 


the others know to help me prepare dinner for tomorrow. Your friends always eat a lot." 


With these words, Ayame left and went to the room where a young boy was peacefully 
sleeping. She approached his bed, gently ran her fingers through his dark hair, and watched 


him with delight. 
38 2K ok 
On the night of the following day, a series of guests arrived at Agnar's house. There were 


eight in total, and they were all welcomed by Ayame, Agnar, and the rest of the household 


staff. Each one greeted their fellow companions and their families as was customary. 


"Aen... I mean, Yoichi!" Karl greeted, wrapping his arms around his friend. "How are 


you? How's your wife and your son?" 


"Doing well," Agnar replied. "You can see Ayame inside, and Kouji is in his room." 


Karl then entered the house, followed by a small figure running towards Agnar and 
crashing into his leg. It was a little boy, no more than six years old, who looked up at him 
with a smile. Behind the boy, hands quickly approached and lifted him, returning him to the 


ground shortly after placing him next to a tall man. 


"Son, I've told you not to run in other people's houses," the tall man scolded the boy. 


"Don't worry so much dear," Hjerdis said, smiling at the man. "You know our Kintaro 


has a lot of energy. Let him run around a bit. Uncle Agnar knows he won't break anything." 


"Akemi... I don't want him getting used to that behavior; he could be a great warrior in 


the future." 


"Well, then let him be a warrior with a lot of energy," Hjordis replied assertively. 


"Akemi, Hajime, Kintaro, it's a pleasure to welcome you to our home," Agnar said, 


bowing to Hajime. "I see that you're as outgoing as ever Akemi. How's Kintaro?" 


"Strong as a bear," Hjordis replied. "He gets that from me. We should have named him 
Bjorn." 
"I don't think that would be an appropriate name for the child of parents in the service of 


the Tokugawa." 


"Don't even mention it," Hajime added. "Of all the names he chose for our son, Kintaro 


was the least strange to me, even if it was the name of a character from a story." 


"It's good to see that you three are living as a family. It's hard to imagine you all sparring 


in the training field ten years ago." 


"What can I say, I like persistence," Hjordis said, putting her arm around her husband's 
neck. "This lanky one didn't stop confessing his love for me, and I just kept hitting him over 


and over." 
"How many duels did it take for you to accept him?" 


"I stopped counting after twenty. At first, I only did it to make him give up, but then his 
persistence became irresistible. Let's say I got used to being on top of him... most of the time," 


she finished with a suggestive tone. 
"Akemi!" Hajime exclaimed, his face turning red. 


"It's not appropriate to make those kinds of comments in the entrance," Ayame said as 


she approached her husband. "Akemi, you should behave more appropriately for a lady of 


your age. Remember that you're not only a subject of the Tokugawa but also the wife of one 


of their disciples, just like my husband." 


"T'll... try, sorry Ayame," Hjordis replied with a calmer tone. 


"I hope so," Ayame said with a smile as she bent down to be at eye level with the young 


Kintaro, asking him if he'd like to go inside and play with Kouji. 


The boy responded with a joyful "yes" and proceeded to follow Ayame inside the house. 
Agnar watched them as he indicated to the married couple to enter. They were followed by 
Arvid, who had his hair a bit tidier than usual and greeted courteously, then Holger, who 
hugged him even more tightly than Karl had done earlier. Rune walked behind him, greeted 
him, and asked if he'd be ready to discuss a couple of possible formations he had in mind. 
Agnar simply said that it could wait. Finally, Signe shook his hand and squeezed it firmly, 


apparently to check if he had gone soft, to which Agnar responded with a confident smile. 


Once everyone was inside, they expressed their gratitude for the meal they had just 
enjoyed and proceeded to move to the main hall. There, Agnar spoke to them about the plans 
that Tokugawa Ieyasu, the feudal lord and head of the Tokugawa clan, had to face the 
Toyotomi clan, who had been their rivals for some time in the battle for dominion over the 


nation. 


Agnar's group listened and accepted whatever lay ahead for them in the future, as refusing 
fights was not their way. The meeting flowed very naturally, and they agreed on how they 


would mobilize when the battle they were tasked with came. 


With that, the meeting concluded, and some of them stayed a bit longer in the house. 
Hjordis and her husband watched their son play with Agnar's, and Karl showed off his skills 


by juggling his scythes, impressing those who watched. 


Agnar, for his part, observed the atmosphere his friends created in his home, which felt 
quite warm due to the company of his wife, even as he couldn't help but feel a pang of worry 


for the battle that lay ahead in the future. 


Sekigahara, Japan, October 21, 1600. 


Agnar gazed at the landscape before him. Just a few hours ago, it had been a space with 
green grassy hills, but now it was littered with corpses in armor, blood staining the grass 
beneath his feet. Katanas, arrows, and all sorts of weapons were thrust into the ground and 


into the bodies of both allies and enemies. 


The samurai moved forward, gripping his katana, which was drenched in blood. Along 


the way, he caught sight of some of his former comrades and friends. 


Holger knelt with several spears impaled in his back; Signe was in the same position, 
except he had leaned on his twin chokuto in a final attempt to rise, despite the multiple cuts 
that had caused him to bleed out; Arvid had fallen from one of the hills where the archers 


had been, ambushed by enemy forces and skewered by a katana through the heart. 


Further ahead was Hajime, who wept beside his once-wife. Hjerdis had been cut by 
various weapons, from katanas to naginatas, but it was the two arrows in her chest that had 
extinguished her life. Her husband could only weep and wonder why it hadn't been him, 


amid cries of agony as he cradled her lifeless body. 


Rune couldn't participate in the battle because, unfortunately, he and others had been 
poisoned during a strategic meeting prior to the battle. The tea they had consumed had 


claimed the unfortunate souls who tasted it, making him the first of his friends to fall. 


Karl had fought with valor and managed to survive despite multiple wounds. He had a 
cut on his face that had taken his left eye, a foot impaled in the ground by a spear, multiple 


cuts on his arms and abdomen, causing profuse bleeding, but he still drew breath. 


Agnar approached and helped his captain stand, and shortly thereafter, he heard the 
other troops advancing. Despite the many casualties they had suffered, the enemy forces 


were retreating, and the battle was being won by them. 


Several hours passed, and the severely wounded were treated. According to the 
information Agnar received, Karl would survive, but he complained of the cold, despite not 


having lost much blood and resting properly. 


Among their group, only the two of them had managed to escape death, producing a 


strange feeling that mixed regret and relief, as they could at least return to their families. 


Among those receiving treatment was Hajime, Hjerdis's husband, who had only 
suffered minor injuries. He briefly looked at Agnar, who could only lower his gaze in 


regret. 


The final result of the battle was a victory for the Tokugawa, and their sacrifices had 


helped secure the win for their side. 


Proper burials were given to all, with cremations and prayers by Buddhist monks, 


similar to how they gave the last honors in Iceland centuries ago. 


A few days later, news of the Tokugawa's victory over the Toyotomi spread throughout 
the country. Agnar was allowed to return to his wife and son. She was overjoyed, shedding 
tears for his safe return and mourning the deaths of his comrades, especially Hjordis, whom 


she knew as Akemi. 


Agnar was later informed that Karl had deserted. They attempted to find him, but it was 


futile; he seemed to have vanished shortly after the funeral of the fallen. He was 


interrogated about this, but since there was no evidence that he had harbored Karl or knew 


his whereabouts, he was cleared of suspicion. 


So, the years passed. Agnar lived with his wife, watched his son grow, and served the 
Tokugawa clan faithfully, all while lamenting the deaths of his comrades and the 


disappearance of his captain. This continued until that day. 


Higo Province, Japan, Summer 1625. 


An elderly man sat on a hill in a secluded forest, his long black hair with faint streaks of 
gray fluttering in the wind as he gazed at the river where the sun reflected in its waters. There, 
a man with an axe approached from behind. He gripped the weapon and swiftly threw it, 
causing it to tumble down the hill and embed itself in a tree trunk. Then, the man limped over 


and sat beside the one on the hill. 


"Your skills have only improved with the passage of years, Captain," said the man with 


long hair. 


"You know how I am," Karl replied. "I never rust; I merely reforge myself. Have you 


continued to practice, Agnar?" 


"No more," Agnar replied. "I've long since put away the katana. I now live in peace with 
my wife. My son, Kouji, got married a few years ago and is part of those responsible for 


maintaining order in the capital. I'm glad he didn't choose to follow in his father's footsteps." 


"That day... something changed in you, didn't it?" Karl inquired, studying him with his 


remaining eye. 


"We had already faced death before, but back then, we fought to protect our people and 
gain wealth for our families. In that battle, I wanted to fight for honor and prove that with my 
skills, I could protect the ones I love. But all I saw was blood, death, and sadness. I was afraid 
to leave my wife and son alone, just like what happened to Hjordis. I realized I'd already 
achieved what I wanted: a family, a job, and peace. I've tried to cherish that for the past 


twenty-five years." 


"So why did you seek me out? Why have you come to this forest?" 


"A few years ago, I fought a man. I was in a contemplative and sorrowful state, so I 
decided to travel alone. During the journey, I encountered a man at a bridge crossing. He 
looked disheveled, dressed in rags you wouldn't even see on a beggar, but what stood out was 


that he was armed, carrying two wooden swords in his hands." 


"l think I've heard of someone similar... didn't he face that renowned samurai about 


thirteen years ago?" 


"I've come to think that maybe it was the same man," Agnar continued. "In any case, I 
encountered him fourteen years ago. At first, I ignored him and went to cross the bridge. But 
when I reached his side, my hand moved on its own, and I unsheathed my katana. The man 
easily evaded it and assumed an offensive stance. He reminded me a bit of Signe because he 


was another user of two swords." 


"Why did you confront him?" 


"I don't know... even to this day, I'm not sure why I did it. I think I wanted to find an 


answer to a question | didn't even realize I had asked." 


"What happened next?" 


"We dueled. It was the most challenging battle I've ever had. Despite using a katana while 
he had only two wooden swords, the difference in skill was staggering. It was as if he could 
predict every one of my moves and read my emotions like an open book. In the end, he 
disarmed me, and I was at his mercy on the ground. It was then he asked me, 'Why do you 


fight?" 


"What did you tell him?" 


"I thought about it for a moment and then said, 'Honor, learning, and my family.’ He 
looked at me with something I can only describe as disappointment, sheathed his sword, 
turned around, and the last thing I heard him say was, 'Such a foolish code for such obvious 
things.'I got up a few minutes later, wanted to retrieve my katana, but felt it didn't matter. I 


just wanted to return to my family." 


"It's an incredible story; you should consider publishing it. I'm sure many would want to 


read it." 


"I've already written it down in my memoirs. If I make it back alive, I intend to continue 


writing until my body can hold a brush." 


"Make it back alive? Are you ill or something?" 


"No, although it seems you might be. You've been coughing up since this morning." 


"It's something in my lungs that makes me cough up blood," Karl replied. "It's not 


important. What do you mean by 'make it back alive'?" 


"I want us to part ways. I no longer wish to be reborn with you." 


Karl stared at Agnar, who looked at him seriously. Then he turned to gaze at the river 


again and said: 


"I think I understand why, but could you explain it to me? I don't want to misinterpret 


your intentions." 


"I'm content with my life now," Agnar replied. "I've honed my sword skills, served 


something very important to the people I love, faced powerful enemies, and, above all, I have 


a family I love. If I were to lose all of that again, I don't know how I could look back and 
carry on as if nothing had happened. I apologize; I don't want to accompany you in your 


exploration through these lives." 


"You don't have to apologize. I told you a long time ago that I was a fool who would like 
to explore everything this world has to offer. Whether you decide to join me or not is your 
choice... besides, I know what that feels like," Karl continued in a calmer tone. "I had a family 
too; I fought and died for them. But I'd like to know if, after all these years, they were able 


to live happily. Not a day goes by when I don't think about it." 


"Still, you want to continue this journey with the others?" 


"Of course. There's nothing I can do about the past now, but the future is full of 
possibilities," Karl said with a smile. "We've done many good things, met and known several 


interesting people. Who knows what the future will bring? I can't wait to find out." 


"It's good to know your attitude hasn't rusted either," Agnar said, getting up with some 


difficulty. "Come, I need your help." 


"To do what?" 


"To die..." Agnar concluded with a determined look. 


After these words, the two of them headed to Karl's cabin. Once there, they lit a fire, and 
Agnar explained that during his journey, he had encountered a foreign merchant who had 
given him a powder that, according to the story the merchant had told him, had the power to 


allow him to see the other side, the one between life and death. 


If what the merchant said was true, this powder was made from a mushroom that grew in 
a cave where torches wouldn't light, no matter the type of oil or wood used, and where fish 
like salmon would swim in circles in the waters until they collapsed from exhaustion. It was 
a place said to be haunted, but on the land where these mushrooms grew, when prepared into 
an infusion, people experienced a state in which they could see an infinite darkness and 
shadows of various colors, with the most prominent being one of a white hue, as described 


by the merchant who had witnessed it himself. 


"It's just like what we see in the infinite darkness!" Karl exclaimed with excitement. 


"Exactly. That's why I've been keeping this powder for several years," Agnar said, 
showing him a small sealed jar containing the substance. "According to what the old man 
told me, all I have to do is ingest an infusion prepared with this powder, and if I have enough 


willpower, I can return to this world." 


"What do you want me to do?" 


"Do what you did the first time. Sing the song again, but this time, instead of just bringing 
me back when we're on the other side, try to break the connection we have. You know, that 
line with the same color as the glow we see when we're floating in the darkness, the one that 


connects us to your body. I think that's why we all reincarnate together." 


"I'm not sure if I can do it... I don't even know how this ability works." 


"I'm just asking you to try," Agnar said, lowering his head. "I've been searching for you 


with this goal in mind. If I die, I'll follow you to the next life, but I couldn't do it without 


trying." 


Agnar's words and determination surprised Karl. After thinking for a moment and with 
some doubt, he decided to help his friend, his companion could only express his gratitude 


from the bottom of his heart. 


That night, they ate some of the fish Karl had caught in the morning, drank a glass of fine 
liquor that Agnar had brought from the capital, and proceeded to prepare the infusion. The 
yellowish-gray powder mixed in the teapot with boiling water, turning it a dark brown color 


with reflections similar to those left by grease in water, like a liquid rainbow. 


"Are you ready?" Karl asked, holding the teacup. 


Agnar received it and told him that he had been ready for a long time. He then ingested 


the liquid and lay down. 


Karl watched as his companion writhed in pain, liquid of the same color as the recently 
prepared tea spilling from his mouth. After a few seconds, his body relaxed, and his breathing 


ceased. 


Karl approached his companion and placed his ear on his chest; his heart had stopped 


beating. It was then that he closed his eyes and began to sing the song again. 


Moments passed as the melody filled the cabin. Gradually, Karl was able to see his 
companion's figure somewhat blurry, just like when they died and ended up floating in the 
infinite darkness. It was a spectral copy of his appearance in life with a glowing flame in his 


chest. 


Karl tried to approach Agnar and lowered his gaze to observe the faint thread of bluish- 
green color connecting Agnar's figure to his own. He grasped it firmly and tried to break it, 


but without success. 


After several attempts, Karl felt his vision becoming increasingly blurry, until he saw a 
whitish figure floating to their side. This was a woman with black hair and eye sockets filled 
with a glow of the same color as the thread he was holding. She lowered her gaze and asked 


in a raspy voice: 
"Do you want me to cut his bond?" 


The two of them stared at each other, and after a few seconds, both nodded in agreement. 
The captain responded affirmatively to the entity, which, using the calloused branch, 


stretched the thread until it broke. 
Karl released it and stopped singing, then opened his eyes. 


He watched Agnar, who slowly began to regain color in his body and started breathing 


again. 
"Agnar?" Karl asked as he observed his companion sit up and slowly open his eyes. 
"I think... it worked," Agnar said with difficulty. 
"The glow... I can't see it anymore!" Karl said. 
"You can't see it anymore? I mean, I don't look like the others anymore?" 


"No, you're like any other person. Only on the others can I notice that strange color around 


their bodies, but not on you anymore." 


Agnar smiled with joy and proceeded to hug his captain, who returned the gesture with 


tears in his eyes. 


The next morning, Agnar suggested to Karl that he return with him to the capital to spend 
the remaining time he had left. Karl refused, saying he didn't want to inconvenience his 


family and had grown quite accustomed to the forest life. 


The two men clasped their hands tightly, and it was there that they bid farewell, this time 


for good. 


Karl spent his last days fishing, hunting, and helping lost travelers in the mountains. He 
bequeathed the cabin to a couple of these travelers shortly before his passing, as they had 


cared for him in his final moments. 


As for Agnar, he dedicated himself to writing his memoirs and having tea in the garden 
with his wife until a decade later, when he passed away surrounded by loved ones and clan 
Tokugawa colleagues. It is said that his writings were published, although without much 
success. Despite this, they were cherished by the descendants of those who served the clan. 
Hajime and his son Kintaro safeguarded one copy to remember the friend of the woman who 


had brought them so much happiness many years ago. 


Thus, this period in the country's history forgot these warriors who fought in its ranks, 
although the imprints they left on history would be traced much later and help others 


understand the true nature of its protagonists. 


Santa Fe de Bogota, Viceroyalty of New Granada, August 7, 1817. 


The store was on the verge of closing as evening approached. The young woman 
working there could feel the chill of the wind blowing during that time of year. Her mother 
had instructed her to gather the remaining textiles and dresses so they could go and prepare 
dinner. As she loaded a few garments into a bundle she was placing on a shelf, she heard 


someone enter the store. 


"Good afternoon," a male voice said. 


"Excuse me," the young woman replied, finishing with the textiles and then 
approaching the central display. "We're closing, I kindly ask that you come back 


tomorrow." 


"I haven't come to buy cloth or a dress, actually. It's something a bit more personal." 


"I think you must be mistaken. We only sell textiles here. I can see from your attire that 
you must be a member of the nobility. This isn't the right place for your taste. Perhaps in the 


center of the capital, you can..." 


"Hjordis," the man said. "It's me." 


"Captain?" the young woman asked with wide eyes in surprise. "Is it really you?" 


"And who else could it be, my dear lioness?" he said in Icelandic. 


Hjordis shouted in excitement and jumped over the display, then leaped into Karl's 


arms, hugging him tightly while speaking several words of joy in Icelandic. 


"Hey, hey. Calm down, remember we speak Spanish here," Karl said, gently setting her 


down. 


"Sorry, but this choir boy's dialect is really not my thing." 


"How have you been? That mixed skin tone suits you," Karl said, placing his hand on 


Hjordis' cheek. 


"I prefer it to the previous one; I looked like a ghost. And what about you? With that 
blond hair you remind me of how you looked in Iceland. Although those curls don't suit you 


at all." 


"My parents are from Spain. There are some blondes there." 


"Oh, so you must be a noble. Tell me, have you found others besides me?" 


"Unfortunately, no. I was just walking around here and I saw you by chance, the glow, 


you know." 
"So I'm the first. Well, at least with you, I can relax a bit." 


"Let's talk later. I just wanted you to know that I'm here. I'll come back tomorrow 


morning and we'll discuss what to do." 


Hjordis accepted Karl's offer, and they went their separate ways. That night, as Karl 
rested in his bed, he remembered the last time he had seen his group. The six of them were 
floating in the infinite darkness once again. They all wondered where Agnar was, and Karl 
had to explain that he had decided not to be reborn with them. It was difficult to 


understand, but they had plenty of time to discuss it. 


The time he spent with them made him wonder if any of them would choose to leave 
the long journey they were on once they found out how to detach from the cycle of rebirth. 


Because of this, he couldn't sleep well that night. 


The next morning, the young man returned to the fabric store where Hjordis worked. 
This time, he was greeted by her mother in this life, a woman with long, wavy hair who 
looked at him very suggestively. He told her that he wanted to invite her daughter for a 
walk because he was captivated by her beauty. He even bought a few garments that his 


coachman placed in the carriage. 


Shortly after, the two of them went for a stroll, pretending to be a couple in love ona 


date. 


"Oh, my lord, I hope you won't take advantage of a virginal and innocent maiden like 


me," Hjordis said playfully, imitating the accent of the European country. 

"Your Spanish is horrible," Karl asserted. "Besides, we both know that when it comes to 
relationships you have less modesty than many men." 

"Hey, I can also be... refined? If I set my mind to it. Although I don't really like it to be 
honest." 

"I can believe that. Hey... I wanted to ask you something," Karl said with a serious tone. 


"What is it? If it's about what happened with Agnar, you don't have to worry. I'm sure 


that was his wish and we should respect it as his comrades, at least I do." 


"It's related. Do you wish you could have done the same as him? If you had survived, 


would you have liked to cut the bond and not be reborn with the rest?" 


Hjordis continued walking alongside Karl and raised her gaze as she thought for a few 


seconds. After a couple of blocks, she stopped and said: 


"No, I don't think so." 


"Are you serious? I mean, you had a husband, a son, and a very good home." 


"Yes... but I don't think I was a good wife or mother. I mean, I liked being married, 
having a man by my side, experiencing pregnancy, and having a child. It was 'fun,' but I 
don't think it's for me. Maybe I would have preferred to live more years, but it would be 


very boring not to continue another life and not explore more of the world." 


"I... didn't expect that answer. So, you really wouldn't want to be a mother again? I've 
heard that it's every woman's dream to marry a handsome man, a good provider, and have 


many children with him." 


"Women are individuals too Captain," Hjordis said, pressing her index finger to Karl's 
forehead. "Some do want that life with some pompous man who pampers them, and, in 
return, they give them several children so that they can completely dry their tits, but not me. 


I'm still a Viking at heart. 


"I see, sorry," Karl said as he watched Hjerdis lower her finger. "I didn't know that 


breastfeeding Kintaro bothered you so much." 


"Actually, it didn't, but it's not the same to feed one child as it is to feed six." 


"Don't even mention it. I have four brothers in this life, all boys and I'm the third, but 


also the toughest," Karl concluded with a slight laugh. 


The two continued walking for a few minutes until they reached the square, where they 
heard a small, incensed crowd. Some of them appeared to be Creole, and among them were 
pure Spaniards like Karl, a few indigenous people, but the most prominent were the slaves, 


with their characteristic dark skin and dressed much more humbly than the rest. 


Karl observed them for a moment and then suddenly stopped. Hjordis looked at him 


and asked what was happening, but he didn't respond and simply ran towards the square. 


There, a Spanish man was whipping a slave's back, and his dark skin was stained with 
blood. The slave didn't move an inch or scream, while the crowd roared around him, some 


with jubilation and others with sadness. 


Karl wanted to intervene, but he knew that he would only make things worse for both of 
them if he wasn't careful. Then he overheard two women talking about what had happened. 
It seemed the girl had spilled some soup on the man's clothes, and he was going to slap her 
until the young slave stopped him. As the man was her master, he reprimanded the young 
slave with lashes, one of which was intended to strike the girl, so the young slave had 


shielded her with his body, leading to the current situation. 


Karl thought quickly and looked around for something to catch the abusive man's 
attention. He then noticed an old man, eating soup from a bowl and approached him, 
offering him a coin that was triple the value of his meal. The man accepted without 


hesitation. 


The man with the whip paused for a moment to catch his breath. His companions urged 
him to continue, or the slave wouldn't learn. With this encouragement, the man wielded the 


long object again, trying to whip the young slave. Before he could do so, he felt the hot 


liquid splashing onto the right side of his suit, causing him to drop the weapon. He looked 
terrified and tried to cool his body by moving in a manner resembling a headless chicken, 


which provoked laughter from both the rich and the poor in the crowd. 


"I apologize," said Karl, still holding the bowl. "I believe I stumbled, perhaps over your 


arrogance since it's so big." 


"You!" the man exclaimed furiously. "How dare you!" 


"I already said I'm sorry. If it pleases you, let me pay for your suit. In fact, I was coming 


to propose a business deal." 


"A business deal? What kind of business could I do with such an obtuse young man as 


you?" 


"I wanted to buy him," Karl indicated, pointing at the young slave who glanced at him 
from the corner of his eye. "That slave is yours, right? Would you be willing to sell him to 


me?" 


"Are you out of your mind? That one over there is indeed my slave, but I won't sell him 


no matter the amount. He's my property, and I must discipline him properly." 


"As far as I know, he only defended that little girl. She stained his clothes... but I did 


too. We all make mistakes," Karl shrugged and smiled at the man. 


"The answer is still no. As for what you just did..." The man took a glove from his coat 
pocket and clenched it into a fist before throwing it at Karl, who looked at it without much 


surprise. "I challenge you to a duel." 


The crowd let out an audible gasp of astonishment that echoed throughout the square. 


Karl merely observed the man with a hint of confusion on his face. 


"Do you accept or not?" the man asked. 


"I'm not very familiar with duels, but I suppose I accept," Karl replied. 


"Then pick it up," the man indicated, pointing at the glove on the ground. "Pick up the 


glove. Are you a completely illiterate?" 


Karl bent down and picked up the glove, causing everyone around him to express their 


surprise in unison, their expressions resounding throughout the area. 


"Perfect. I'll give you the honor of choosing the type of duel and the time it will take 


place." 


"Can I choose?" Karl asked, bewildered. 


"Indeed, a display of my generosity. What weapon will it be? Pistols, sabers, or 


something more archaic?" 


"How about axes?" 


Everyone present, including the man who had challenged him, was stunned by this 


suggestion. The man's face showed a mixture of confusion and disbelief. 


"A-axes? You... you can't be serious." 


"I'm very serious," Karl replied. "You let me choose, and I'm taking you up on it. I hope 


you won't regret it, like a true gentleman." 


"Very well, with axes it shall be. How about the time? Tomorrow morning or would you 


prefer the afternoon?" 


"Here and now." 


The sounds were becoming redundant. With each response from Karl, the crowd was 


astonished, he was no longer surprised. 


"Now? Why now?" 


"Why not? There's no better time than the present, and this way, the crowd can witness 


the duel without having to move or wait until tomorrow, which would be quite tedious." 


"But what are we supposed to fight with? What are the rules?" 


"They're quite simple. We stand in front of each other, one starts by throwing the axe, 
and if they miss, the other one throws theirs, and it goes on until one of us falls dead or 


surrenders, whichever comes first." 


"It's truly simple, but unfortunately, I don't have an axe with me right now." 


"Oh, don't worry," Karl said, smiling, as he reached into his coat and pulled out two 
axes made of dark gray metal that appeared to be of high quality. These axes had chains of 
the same color on their handles. "I can lend you one of mine, in fact, I'll even give you the 


sharper one. That's what a gentleman would do, wouldn't it?" 


The man was dumbfounded by the audacity of the young man, who not only had one 
but two high-quality axes and was offering one of them to him. He felt the gaze of the 
crowd on him and could do nothing but extend his arm and grasp the heavy weapon with a 


somewhat trembling hand. 


The two moved to an open space in the square to conduct the duel. They positioned 
themselves in the center of the improvised field, and Karl told his opponent they could 


stand twenty feet apart, and he would make the first throw. 


The man stood firm and held the axe while watching Karl, who remained at the agreed- 
upon distance and gazed distractedly at the sky. This provoked the man's fury, and after the 
designated signal to start the duel was given by a man who had volunteered to mark it, he 
raised the axe and threw it as hard as he could. Unfortunately for the man, the axe did not 


hit the young blonde and ended up rolling on the ground. 


"Nice throw," Karl said, lowering his head to look at the axe. "I guess it's my turn." 


Karl then took a few steps back while still keeping an eye on the man. 


"What are you doing?" the man asked. "We agreed to stand only twenty feet apart." 


"I'm giving you a little advantage. I have more experience with these weapons after all," 


Karl said, stopping his walk. 


The distance was now approximately forty feet, a significant difference that caused the 


man to let out a slight laugh and stand confidently in anticipation of the next attack. 


Karl began tossing the axe in the air, letting it spin and catching it by the handle. He did 
this about four times, with each rotation getting faster and higher until, on the fourth and 
most intense iteration, he not only grasped the handle but also moved his arm with the 
descent, sliding his hand to touch the chain attached to the axe and then making it spin 


along with the axe at high speed. 


This act lasted only a few seconds, but it was more than enough for the onlookers, 


including his opponent, to watch in amazement at the young man's skill. 


The next move was a swift and powerful swing of Karl's arm, which caused the axe to 
fly while still spinning directly toward the man. He could barely react with shock and fear 
as the axe embedded itself in his head, causing him to take a few weak steps back and then 


fall backward, finally collapsing lifeless on the ground. 


Blood began to flow from the man's head as the crowd exclaimed in astonishment. 
Some were excited, others screamed in terror, a woman even fainted from the shock of the 


scene. 


The man who had volunteered to mark the beginning of the duel approached where 
Karl's opponent was, who showed no signs of life, with an axe embedded in his head, from 


which blood flowed profusely. 


"He's dead," the man said in a trembling voice. 


The spectators then turned to look at Karl, who remained standing in the same spot 


where he had thrown the axe. 


"I suppose that gives me the victory, doesn't it?" Karl said. 


The man's companions looked downcast and, after a few seconds of silence, reluctantly 
admitted that Karl had won, so he could leave. However, the young man insisted that the 


girl should also be set free and that he still wanted to buy the slave who had been whipped. 


The deceased man's companions accepted the payment for the young man and told him 


he could take him. Karl also took the opportunity to retrieve his two axes and clean the 


blood that remained in the one embedded in the man's head with a silk handkerchief he had 


in his pocket. After this, he, Hjordis, and the slave departed. 


38 28 2k 


The three of them walked to an apothecary where they bought what they needed to treat 
the young man. They poured alcohol on his wounds, applied ointments, and covered them 


with clean cloth; he barely flinched. 


"Good to see you again, big guy," Hjordis said, applying some ointment to Holger's 


back. 


"I'm glad to see you both too," Holger replied. "It's been... very tough so far." 


"I know slaves live very badly," Karl said. "I won't ask about what you've been through 


until today, but rest assured that from now on, we'll help you." 


"I would really appreciate that." 


"Do you have any family or friends we can help?" 


"No... I only had my father, but he died when I was just a little boy. I went from master 
to master until today; some were better than others, but the one you killed was definitely 


the worst." 


"The good thing is that his arrogance has been cured," Hjordis said. "Axes to the head 


have that quality," she added with a chuckle. 


Holger's two companions finished bandaging him and told him he could get up. In 
addition to the treatment, they also gave him new clothes and a cloak they had bought along 


with the supplies they used for his treatment. 


"Thank you very much," Holger said, looking at his new attire. "I hope I won't stand out 


too much with all this." 


"You'll be the best-dressed slave around," Hjordis affirmed, "and if anyone doesn't like 


it, they can take it up with us. We know how to deal with them." 


"Thank you... there's something else I want to tell you." 


"What is it big guy?" 


"I think I know where Signe is." 


The faces of Karl and Hjordis filled with surprise upon hearing this statement. They 


looked at each other for a moment and then turned to Holger, at which point Karl asked: 


"Where did you see him? How do you know it was him?" 


"Let me guess," Hjordis said in a flat tone. "White hair?" 


"That's it," Holger replied. "I went with one of my masters to a settlement, and I saw a 
native with white hair, although he was wearing a headdress, so I couldn't see him very 


clearly. But his age and demeanor, it has to be him." 


"If I could see it with my own eyes, I'd be able to confirm if it's him," Karl said. "Do 


you know where the settlement is?" 


"It's been a while, but I think I can guide both of you there, although it's a bit far," 


"Then let's not waste time," Hjordis suggested. "Let's go there and find that snow-haired 


dork." 


"Wait, Hjerdis," Karl interrupted. "First, we need to see where Holger will stay and then 
know exactly where to head. I also want to find the others, but I know that the tension 


between the two sides is very high. We can't just go wherever we want... I already tried." 


"What do you suggest we do?" 


"Let's hide Holger in one of the properties near my house, there's a shed he can use. 


After that, we'll get provisions and everything necessary for the journey." 


"I agree," Holger said. 


"Alright... I suppose we can wait a bit," Hjordis reluctantly agreed. 


As night fell, Holger and Karl headed to where the latter lived, while Hjordis returned 


to her mother's place. 


That same night, a young man transporting a carriage of goods heard about the duel that 
had taken place in the square. The details varied depending on who was telling the story, 
but what was consistent in all versions was that they fought with axes and that the victor, a 


young blond, had spun his with a chain attached to the handle. 
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The next morning, the three companions set out again to walk through the capital. This 
time, they chose to stay away from the square to avoid the curious onlookers from the duel 


Karl had fought the day before. 


The atmosphere was cold, as usual for the capital at that time of the year; the wind 
blew, and the clouds obscured the sun, threatening possible afternoon rain. Thus, they had 


chosen to dress in thick fabrics that covered them extensively. 


"Are we really just going to buy food and hire a guide?" Hjerdis asked, somewhat 


doubtful. 


"We don't need protection; I believe the three of us can take care of ourselves." Karl 
affirmed. "Besides, it's more important to find someone who can guide us through those 


places, which are surely guarded by natives and who knows what else," 


The three went through several shops, buying the necessary provisions: water, bread, 


cured meats, vegetables, and nuts. Once they had everything, they set out to find a guide. 


They wandered through the market a bit more until, at one point, Holger stopped and 
stared intently at one of the businesses. It looked a bit different from the rest, with painted 
fabrics displaying letters. He couldn't understand them as he couldn't read Castilian, but he 


did comprehend the symbols drawn around the written words. 
"Guys!" Holger exclaimed. 
"What's up big guy?" Hjordis asked. 
"Look over there, in that shop at the back. Do the letters say what I think they do?" 


mt 


"T'm here... I'm Rune," Hjordis read aloud. 


"It's him!" Karl said excitedly. 


Both he and the other two rushed quickly towards the shop. The young man with brown 
hair and tanned skin was finishing up with a customer who he thanked for purchasing a 


vase and bid farewell with a smile. 


The three young individuals arrived panting in front of the shop, almost knocking over 


the table with various pottery implements. 


"Can I help you youngsters?" the young man asked with a mischievous smile. 


"Are you...?" Karl tried to ask. 


"Wait... let me guess," the young man interrupted, then pointed to each of the youths. 


"Karl, Hjordis, and Holger. Did I get it right?" 


"Yes, that's definitely Rune," Hjordis said. 


"I'm glad to see you too. That look suits you." 


"It was a good idea to put those letters in your shop; they stand out a lot," Holger 


affirmed. 


"Not as much as you, big guy. Dark skin isn't your thing, but I suppose I can get used to 
it." 
"Hey, how long ago did you put up this sign on the business?" Karl asked. "Must be 


dangerous with the officials and clerics who say everything is the work of the devil." 


"This morning. It took me a while to paint it all, but I figured a certain person who likes 
to throw axes at the heads of nobles might be interested," Rune concluded with a sarcastic 


tone. 


"Did you hear about the duel?" 


"The whole capital knows about it! I don't know about Signe, but I'm sure Arvid won't 


take long to find us." 


"Wait, do you know where Arvid is?" Hjordis asked. 


"It's... a bit complicated. Let me pack up the tent, and I can explain better." 


The group helped Rune pack up everything from the tent, including pots, statuettes, and 
cooking implements. Once they finished with this, Rune proceeded to pack various tools into 
a bag and sling it over his back, helping others with what they could carry from the purchases 


they had made. After that, they set off. 


"So, you're a noble," Rune said. "Hjerdis is a seamstress, and Holger is a slave." 


"Basically," Karl responded. "I was born here, but my parents took me to Spain when I 
was a baby twenty years ago. I recently returned to the capital and am now trying to gather 


everyone together." 


"I see. I had a mother, but she was taken by a severe fever a couple of years ago. Since 
then, I dedicated myself to running the business, got into a couple of troubles along the way 


trying to find you guys; the church is a serious matter." 


"Hey Rune," Hjordis said. "Are you going to tell us where you saw Arvid?" 


"It's complicated, as I already told you," Rune replied, pausing before continuing. "I was 
walking through one of the lower neighborhoods and heard a young man yelling. I went to 
see what it was about, and then I saw what seemed to be a well-dressed guy, very good- 


looking with long, black hair." 


"How did you know it was him?" Karl asked. 


"Don't interrupt me, I'm getting there. The young man seemed to have drunk too much 
and was shouting things in different languages, including Icelandic, Latin, and Japanese. 


Believe me, most of what he said were obscenities, and those are well understood." 


"Certainly," Hjordis said. "I still remember those drunken nights by the fires in the 
previous two lives; everyone said witches or yokais had possessed us." Hjerdis finished with 


a laugh. 


"As I was saying, this guy looked to be about my age. I tried to approach and talk to him, 
but some guys stopped me; I guess they were his bodyguards. They took him away with a 
girl he was holding very roughly; she seemed like a prostitute, but I couldn't help but feel 


sorry for her..." 


"Are you... sure that was Arvid?" Holger asked thoughtfully. "It doesn't sound like him." 


"Yes... he's always been very passionate about everything," added Hjordis. "Honest, 


intelligent, a good boy through and through." 


"I doubted it too," Rune said. "It's just that, I can't think of anyone else who can speak all 
those languages. I thought it might be one of you, but seeing you here and now rules out 


many options." 


"Maybe that's Signe? He's more aggressive." 


"He didn't have white hair; that has never changed, not even in our previous life when 
everyone in that country had dark-colored hair. That night, I couldn't talk to him, but I did 
manage to ask the men he was drinking with if they knew who he was. Apparently, he lives 
in a house of a wealthy family. I can guide you there, but I would like him to be the last one 


we look for." 


"Why?" Karl asked. "Arvid is our friend; if he's going through a tough time, it's best to 


help him as soon as possible." 


"No, Captain, listen to me," Rune said firmly, grabbing Karl's shoulder and looking at 
him seriously. "I insist that we all have to be together before we go see him... I think whatever 


happened to him in this life is going to need a lot of help from all of us." 


Karl and the rest looked at Rune with confusion as he seemed very agitated, so they 
accepted his suggestion to search for Arvid last, even though Karl still felt they should help 
him if he was in trouble. That same day, they found a merchant who agreed to guide them to 


the territory Holger had mentioned. 


According to him, it was indeed a settlement of natives, although getting there was 
somewhat difficult if you hadn't agreed to enter with one of the tribe chiefs, but that could be 


arranged once they arrived if they knew how to deal with them. 


They spent the night with the merchant on the outskirts of the capital and set out the next 
morning. During this time, both Karl and Rune couldn't stop thinking about the person who 


might be Arvid and what might have caused him to act that way. 


The next morning, the group headed in two carts towards the settlement. 


Holger was of great help because, despite having traveled there only once, he 


remembered the trails they needed to follow to reach the place directly. 


"Would you like some?" the merchant asked, offering green leaves to the passengers. 


"No, thanks," Rune replied. "I've heard those things make you somewhat crazy." 


"They're for the pains caused by the cold," the merchant continued, putting one of the 
leaves in his mouth and chewing it as he spoke. "They also help with digestion; you should 


try them." 


"I don't want them either," Karl replied. "Do you know how long it will take us to get 


there?" 


"The settlement should be close. Although I don't know exactly where..." 


At that moment, the merchant abruptly stopped the cart, causing the horses to neigh due 
to the sudden act. In the back, the four young people moved abruptly along with the luggage 


and asked what was happening, but the merchant just told them not to move. 


Shortly afterward, footsteps and some howls, like those of animals, were heard around 
the area. Next, a group of people ran towards the cart, surrounding it. All of them were 
indigenous, dressed in traditional clothes that protected them from the cold, and carrying 


weapons such as spears, staffs, and other implements that looked very dangerous. 


Upon seeing this, the four got into a defensive stance and wielded their respective 


weapons. Rune opted to use a pair of hammers that he had in his bag. 


"Don't get aggressive," the merchant said. "They're very territorial, and they'll attack at 


the slightest sign of a threat." 


"Can you speak their language?" Karl asked. "It seems that would help us right now." 


"Truth is... a little, but only a few words..." 


"I don't want to hurt any of them," Holger asserted. "They're just protecting their territory. 


I know how much the Spaniards have taken from them in recent years." 


The group looked around for a solution to this predicament, listening to the words they 
didn't understand from the threatening indigenous people. The merchant tried to explain with 


the little of the native language he knew, but it seemed futile. 


When it seemed like a confrontation was inevitable, Hjordis stood up, lowered her two 


knives, took a deep breath, and then exclaimed: 


"Signe! You piece of damn snow haired idiot, we're here, so come out already!" All of this 


in Icelandic. 


Upon hearing this, the natives lowered their weapons and began talking among 


themselves with some confusion. 


"Do you know what they're saying?" Holger asked the merchant. 


"I think... they're saying things like 'language,' 'seer,' 'sacred,' and such. I can barely 


understand them," the merchant concluded. 


The natives showed less aggressive behavior and made way for a person who walked 
towards the cart. This person was of short stature, wearing a wooden mask and a headdress 
with feathers that seemed to be from some exotic bird. In the fabric on the lower part of his 


body, a couple of machetes hanging from the waist by ropes could be seen. 


The figure walked until they stood in front of the cart and observed the three young 
people. After that, they removed the mask and headdress, revealing long white hair that 


contrasted with the reddish-brown skin of the rest of their body. 


"If you call me 'snow hair' again, I swear I'll cut out your tongue," the young person 


asserted. 


"Ts it htm?" Rune asked Karl. 


"It's him," Karl affirmed, looking at Signe with a smile. 


"Get down," Signe ordered. "We need to talk." 


The group, with some confusion, put away their weapons and descended from the cart, 
at the same time taking out the provisions they had brought. Some natives helped them, 


although they showed some reluctance at first. 


The merchant left after receiving his payment, advising them to be careful and giving 
them a few of the green leaves he had consumed earlier, insisting that they could be useful if 


the occasion warranted. 


They walked through the wooded mountain trails until they reached an area full of other 
tribe members. There were huts made of mud and straw, campfires, and different trails for 


the few inhabitants to move around. 


At one point, Signe guided them to a hut and told them to enter, as they could talk without 


being bothered there. 


Having entered, the group sat around a campfire. Signe took a pipe, placed a few dried 
leaves and crushed them with a branch, then brought it close to the fire to ignite the leaves. 
He took a long drag from the pipe and blew the smoke to the side so that it wouldn't reach 


his companions, offering it to the three young ones who politely declined. 


"So...," said Signe after exhaling more smoke. "I suppose the girl is Hjordis, the big guy 
is Holger, the blond one is the captain, and, since the skinny one doesn't carry a bow, he must 


be Rune." 


"You've become less brutish over the years," Rune affirmed. "Although I didn't know you 


smoked." 


"The tobacco in this area is of very good quality; you should try it." 


"Now that you mention it," expressed Hjordis, pulling out the leaves the merchant had 


given them from one of her bags. "The man who brought us said this would be useful." 


Signe held the green leaves and looked at them while sniffing. He placed them on a cloth 


behind him and said: 


"That's a narcotic; it helps with certain pains and discomforts, but I've heard that if 


prepared correctly, it can affect your mind. It will serve as currency, the colonizers like it." 


"Have you had problems with them?" Karl asked. "I'm not very familiar with what has 


happened to the people in the country; I returned recently." 


"Are you a pure Spaniard? You're lucky; you guys have it very easy." 


"What happened to your people?" Holger asked. "Aren't the natives supposed to live 


farther north in the country?" 


"Yes, but we decided to come and fight. We were expelled from our lands, so we traveled 


here to return the favor." 


"Seems fair," Hjordis responded. "An eye for an eye, as that bearded king used to say; 


my mother taught me that." 


"So, you plan to fight?" Karl asked. "Friend, that doesn't seem very intelligent at the 
moment... from what I know, after the twentieth of July, things have been very tense, and few 


survive against the Spaniards." 


"Bolivar is doing it, why not us?" Signe asked, taking another puff from the pipe. 


"That guy has many men with rifles and knows military strategy," Rune affirmed. 


"Besides, you shouldn't compare yourself to him; from what I know, he's not exactly a saint." 


"The point is that we plan to attack when we see the opportunity, so we've been 


negotiating with a few nobles to get weapons and horses." 


"That's why I saw you a few months ago," Holger said. "One of my masters brought me 


here, and I recognized you by your white hair." 


"So, that's how they found me. It's good that you noticed. I try to hide it as much as I can. 
Here, they think I'm a shaman or something, besides, I talk in my sleep and can't help but say 


things in other languages, although I've gained some authority thanks to that." 


"Did you use that to let us through?" Karl asked. 


"I told them I had a vision in which a guy with blond hair and two axes, a giant, a woman 
with knives, a man with hair like a woman holding a bow, and a guy with a shady look would 


come to see me, and here they are." 


"Does that mean you don't want to come with us?" Karl asked. 


"I could, but I feel I'm more useful here. I'm the best fighter they have, and there aren't 


many who know how to fight... not as many as before." 


"And yet, you want to go to an impossible war," Rune affirmed. 


"Look, you know nothing!" Signe exclaimed, dropping the pipe. "I've seen people I grew 


up with die, had to escape like rats avoiding fire and shot. It's been hell up to now." 


"Up to now," Karl said. "Now you have us; we can help you." 


Signe stood up again, picked up the pipe to take another drag, and then asked: 


"In exchange for what? I know that face; it's the one you make when you want to 


negotiate, just say it already." 


"Help us find Arvid. It seems he needs our help, and we already have a clue about where 


he might be, but we need to go together." 


"What kind of help?" 


The five talked for several minutes about what Rune had seen and how they would 
proceed with the plan. At first, Signe was reluctant, but after recalling everything they had 
experienced with Arvid, the most compassionate member of their group, he agreed to 
collaborate with them, not without clarifying that he hadn't changed his mind about going to 


War. 


The group was guided by Signe's tribe to the outskirts of the settlement, towards a road 
that led directly to the capital. They were provided with horses to expedite their journey. 
Signe changed his native attire for clothes that would attract less attention in the capital, 
which, according to him, he obtained through one of the many exchanges his people had 


made. 


During the journey to the capital, they faced challenges such as heavy rains, landslide- 
ridden paths, and encounters with other travelers who observed them with curious eyes due 


to their small yet diverse group. 


After more than a day of travel, they reached the entrance of the capital. Holger and Signe 
had to conceal their faces behind cloaks to avoid attracting too much attention. Once there, 
Rune pointed out the location of the property owned by the family who, according to what 


he had heard, could be Arvid's relatives. They were a wealthy Spanish family with a 


somewhat dubious reputation, rumored to mistreat their employees and engage in 


questionable business practices. 


"So, we just go there, kick the door down, and get Arvid out?" Signe asked. 


"I hadn't thought beyond this point," replied Rune. "I still know very little about the 
conditions in which he was born and raised. I think as long as we get him out in the most 


direct way, the plan doesn't matter much." 


"It's best to ask someone about that family," Karl suggested. "Then we can decide whether 


to get him out by force or on good terms. What did you say Arvid's name is in this life?" 


"If the drunkards I saw that night told the truth, he's called Jeremias. They say he's very 


popular among young girls." 


"It seems he got carried away by the luxuries of a good life," Signe remarked with a slight 
laugh at the end. "I'm sure he's enjoying his youth; when he sees us, he'll know the fun is 


over." 


"Let's inquire about the places he frequents and then try to talk to him there." 


Shortly after saying this, a scream was heard near the plaza entrance where they were. 
They gathered their belongings and headed toward the crowd. Many of them were watching 


a boy tied to a post with what seemed to be a hat with a red-painted target on it. 


"Stay still," said a young man holding a rifle, filling the compartment below the hammer 
with gunpowder. "If you move too much, I'll blow your head off, so better not tremble," he 


concluded, firmly holding the weapon and aiming it at the boy. 


The crowd watched the scene. The young man held the rifle tremulously as he tried to 
aim at the hat on the boy's head. The latter could only tremble and sweat as he awaited the 


feared shot. 


Seconds passed, and the young man with the rifle continued pointing it at the hat. He 
attempted to adjust the hammer to place his index finger on the trigger, waiting for the 


trembling to stop and execute the shot. 


The weapon discharged, and the boy closed his eyes, breathing profusely as sweat ran 
down his face. He felt nothing, neither the projectile piercing his skin nor the hat falling to 
the ground from the impact. All he could perceive were the surprised shouts of the crowd. 
The boy opened his fearful eyes and looked at the guy who no longer aimed the weapon at 


him because it was on the ground next to what seemed to be an axe. 


"You!" the young man exclaimed angrily, turning to look at the blond guy with his arm 


extended. 


"Sorry," Karl said. "I didn't want you to harm such a beautiful hat; I think I threw the axe 


on instinct." 


"An axe? Don't tell me you're the captain," the young man expressed with a bit of 


disinterest in his tone. 


"Unfortunately, yes," Karl replied in Icelandic. "Does that bother you, Arvid?" he 


continued in Spanish. 


"I guess those behind you are the others. Thanks for bringing them; now I can show them 


how much my aim has improved." 


Arvid then moved towards where the rifle lay on the ground, picked it up, and proceeded 


to reload the pellet. This gave Karl time to walk over, pick up his axe, and ask: 


"What do you plan to do? Are you going to try to kill that boy again?" 


"He's just one of an employee's children," Arvid replied as he reloaded the barrel. "If I 
kill him, I'll only have to pay her for the loss. I'm punishing him for spilling some wine on 
my clothes. If he survives, he'll be free. Don't worry; I have good aim," he concluded, 


finishing the loading process and aiming the rifle at the boy. 


Karl placed his hand on the barrel and lifted it forcefully before looking at Arvid, who 


turned to observe him with some anger. 


"Do not interfere, Captain," Arvid said with a voice that conveyed firmness and fury. 


"What happened to you?" Karl asked, looking at him with confusion and sadness. "If not 
for the glow I see around your body, I would think you're someone else. I can't believe you're 


the same Arvid we know." 


"That Arvid is dead!" he declared, forcefully pulling the rifle from Karl's hands. "Now, 


it's better for you to leave before I order my men to decapitate all of you." 


As he said this, the men who were near a carriage walked up to stand behind Arvid. They 


had serious expressions and carried what appeared to be sabers and clubs. 


Karl observed them and took a few steps back. Meanwhile, Rune, who was further 


behind, gestured with his hands, which Karl understood. He then nodded in agreement. 


"What are you going to do, Captain?" Arvid asked in a threatening tone. "Are you leaving, 


or are you staying?" 


"How about I stay, but we make it more interesting?" Karl suggested. 


"What do you mean?" 


"You say you have good aim, and it seems you don't care about us anymore. Let's put it 


to the test." 


"Don't waste time and just say it, or do you want me to shoot you?" 


"In fact, yes," Karl replied with a smile. "I'll take the boy's place. I'll stand by the post 
with the hat on my head, and you'll try to knock it off with your little cannon. If you miss and 
I'm still alive, you come with us. If I die, you also kill the boy, and if you hit the mark, we 


leave without you. What do you say?" 


Arvid looked at the captain with a mix of surprise and curiosity, as if he didn't recognize 
the person in front of him. Almost immediately after, he turned to glance at his companions 
behind him, of whom he could only see Holger, Hjerdis, and Signe. All three nodded with 


great certainty, accepting their captain's conditions. 


Arvid then turned his gaze back to Karl and asked him: 


"Is this some kind of trick?" 


"If it were a trick, I'd have to be smarter than you to deceive you," Karl affirmed, placing 
his hands inside his coat. "Besides, we're at a disadvantage. I'm just testing my options to see 


how to take you with us." 


He concluded by taking out his two axes from his coat and dropping them on the ground. 


"Untie him," Arvid ordered his men, who went to the post where the boy was tied and 
removed the ropes. "Pick up those axes and put the hat on the blond guy; there's no need to 


tie him up. He won't go anywhere." He concluded with a smile as he prepared his rifle again. 


"Do you trust me that much? I knew you were still good deep down," Karl remarked. 


"Shut up. I just want to delay as little as possible," Arvid said, finishing the process of 


loading his rifle. "Besides, you know how good my aim is." 


Karl then positioned himself in front of the post, placing his hands behind his back and 
inside his coat. The men who had untied the young man followed orders, picking up both 


axes from the ground and placing the hat on the blond man. 


As the situation unfolded, the tension in the air thickened. The men behind Arvid 
exchanged glances, unsure of how things would play out. Arvid, focused on his rifle, tried to 


maintain a steady aim, although there was a visible unease in his demeanor. 


Karl, with an air of confidence, stood calmly in front of the post, seemingly unfazed by 
the dangerous situation. The boy, now freed, looked on nervously, unsure of what was about 
to happen. The men attending to the axes and the hat worked quickly, trying to follow Arvid's 


instructions without a hitch. 


The scene was set for a high-stakes showdown, a test of Arvid's marksmanship and Karl's 
ability to navigate a perilous situation with his trademark cunning. The outcome hung in the 
balance as the seconds ticked away, building anticipation for the unexpected turn of events 


that would follow. 


Arvid prepared his weapon again and aimed it at his captain while Karl looked at him 
with a confident smile. The rifle's barrel moved from side to side as Arvid tried to keep steady. 


It was as if he were dancing while holding the extended instrument. 


"Did you overindulge last night?" Karl asked provocatively. "You were always a 


lightweight." 


"Shut up! Drunk or sober, I can hit anything." 


"I just wanted my '‘last' words to reach you. Don't get too tense; I'm sure you'll hit the 


hat." 


"In that case, shut up and let me concentrate. I might intentionally miss and hit some part 


you really don't want to lose..." 


"Ooh, scary!" Karl said mockingly. "What terrifies me the most, apart from being aimed 


at with a weapon... are loud noises. Don't you agree?" 


"Loud noises? What are you talking about?" Arvid asked, stopping the aiming and 


looking at him in confusion. 


This time, Karl's smile wasn't one of confidence. It expressed a more complicated 
emotion, cunning, the kind that characterized him and that his companion had seen before. It 
was at that moment that Arvid realized he had fallen for one of his tricks. He tried to aim 
again quickly, but before he could, the barrel's tip was intercepted by an object flying at great 
speed from Karl's hand. Arvid looked at it for a moment and realized it was another axe, a 


third one that Karl must have had hidden in his coat. 


The men behind Arvid tried to move, but almost immediately, they were surprised by a 
series of sounds resembling cannon explosions, smoke emanating from the back of their 


carriage, and fire spreading from the ground. 


Arvid briefly turned away, distracted by the scene, allowing Karl to attack him, disarm 
him, and deliver a strong headbutt that left him unconscious. When the men regained their 


senses, they attempted to retaliate, but Karl's group ambushed them, entering the fray. 


Holger incapacitated three with powerful strikes and charges, while Hjerdis inflicted 
various superficial cuts on the arms, legs, and clothes of four others, causing them to collapse 
due to the inability to stop the bleeding. Signe, on the other hand, was somewhat more 
ruthless; the remaining five received machete blows near vital areas, and some lost fingers 


and eyes in the confrontation. 


After the skirmish, Rune returned holding a bag and a small torch. He instructed his 
comrades to run to his house, as he knew how to hide, and they followed him, blending into 


the enraged crowd provoked by the chaos of explosions, smoke, and the recent fight. 


They ran for several minutes, with Karl and Holger carrying Arvid to ensure he didn't 
fall, until they reached Rune's house. He opened the door and swiftly entered, then headed to 
a corner where a board of the same color as the floor seemed to cover a hole. Rune used a 
long knife to lift the board and removed it, then signaled to his companions to descend the 
stairs inside the hole. They obeyed while the dark-haired youth went to the door, blocking it 


with furniture and fabrics. 


Having descended, they found themselves in what seemed to be a cellar, full of boxes and 


books. As Rune descended, Holger asked him: 


"What is this place?" 


"It seems my father used to make bootleg hooch," Rune replied. "This was the cellar 
where he had the still and the barrels. He died of alcohol poisoning shortly after I was born, 


at least that's what my mother of this life told me." 


"And did you turn it into your study?" Karl asked, placing Arvid against one of the walls. 


"T think it will at least serve to hide us for a while." 


"It's a bit cramped, but I think we can spend the night without any problems," Rune 
affirmed, lighting one of the candles and using it to ignite the torches on the walls of the 


room. 


"What was that distraction you used?" Signe asked. "It sounded like the gunpowder from 


the cannons seen on battlefields." 


"Fireworks," Rune replied, showing the open bag to his companions. "I bought them from 
some foreign merchants who came to the capital a couple of months ago. I was looking 


forward to using them." 


"How is Arvid?" Holger asked. "I think we could have persuaded him without resorting 


to violence." 


"You saw how he acted," Hjerdis said, "like an arrogant and heartless person. I didn't 
believe what Rune told us at first, but now that I've seen it with my own eyes, I can understand 


what you meant." 


"Still, I think we should hear what he has to tell us," Karl suggested. "I'm sure there must 


have been something that made him act that way." 


Several minutes passed inside the basement; the commotion outside had already ceased, 
and those present began to converse in hushed voices. Shortly after, Arvid, who was still 
lying against one of the walls, began to slowly open his eyes. His companions watched, and 


as a surprise, the now awakened Arvid exclaimed: 


"Stay away!" filled with fury and disdain, making them step back in confusion. 


"Hey, friend," Karl said with a slight smile, "sorry about that earlier, but we needed to 


talk to you, and it seemed like you weren't in the mood." 


"In the mood..." Arvid expressed, trying to sit up, releasing a faint laughter with a 


mocking tone. "You always take everything lightly." 


"Friend..." Holger continued, "we know you've probably been through a lot, but we're 


here now, we can help you." 


"Don't talk nonsense! You know nothing about what I've been through! Nothing! Did you 


hear me?" 


"Hey!" Hjordis shouted as she grabbed Arvid's wrist. "Don't talk to the big guy like that; 


he just wants to know why you're acting this way." 


"Let me go..." Arvid whispered angrily. 


"What did you say? Speak louder; I can barely hear you-" 


An impact, that's what Hjerdis felt when Arvid's closed fist connected with her face, 
making her step back a few paces as the others watched in astonishment. Arvid's face showed 
fury and discontent, while Hjerdis' reflected only confusion; his companions, on the other 


hand, moved slowly in the brief moments they had to react. 


Quickly, Hjerdis turned to look at Arvid and halted his retreat firmly using her legs. Then, 
she raised her arm and struck him forcefully in the nose, causing the young man to bleed 
profusely. He placed his hands on his face and groaned in pain. The assault continued with 
her delivering a series of blows to his face and stomach. She then grabbed him by the 
shoulders and began attacking him with knee strikes to the abdomen. She did this so many 
times that her comrades had to restrain her to prevent her from causing internal organ damage 
to Arvid, who fell to the floor bleeding from his face and clutching his stomach with both 


arms. 


"Who do you think you are?!" Hjordis exclaimed furiously, shaking her limbs that were 
being held by her companions. "We are your friends, your family! Don't you dare raise a hand 


against us!" 


"Hjordis... calm down," Holger affirmed as he held her under the armpits. "He's just 


confused." 


"Don't tell me to calm down! We were supposed to fight together, to be allies, and now 
he's trying to kill the captain and dares to hit me! I don't care what the captain says; this can't 


be Arvid... not our Arvid," Hjerdis finished, ceasing to struggle, her voice somewhat broken. 


Several seconds passed until Hjordis seemed to calm down. She remained with her head 
down and her limbs rigid. Her companions loosened their grip and let Hjordis sit on the floor. 
Holger tried to touch her with his hand, but with a quick twist, she moved it away. 


Subsequently, she stood up and walked towards the stairs. 


"Where are you going?" Rune asked. 


"To keep watch. I don't want any intruders getting into the house while we're here," 


Hjordis said in a more serious tone than usual. 


"Hjordis," Karl said, "I know this isn't easy, but..." 


"Don't tell me to calm down! If I stay, I don't know what I might do!" she exclaimed, 
turning to look at the others with her eyes wet with tears that were flowing "It's better if I 


distance myself." 


"All right... just don't take too long. Remember, they're still looking for us." 


"I won't," she affirmed as she continued up the stairs and removed the board covering the 


entrance. 


Silence engulfed the place after Hjerdis left the basement. Those standing looked at each 


other with confusion while Arvid struggled to rise, his groans echoing off the room's walls. 


"That damn woman... she'll pay for this," Arvid said with difficulty as he fought to kneel 


beside the wall. 


"You deserved it," Signe affirmed. 


"Don't say it like that," Karl said. 


"He deserved it! I don't particularly like her either, but even I know that you respect your 


comrades." 


"And besides, hitting a woman like that doesn't seem right," added Holger. 


"Men, women, it doesn't matter. Comrades are comrades. We can argue, we can fight 


from time to time, but hurting each other like that is not acceptable." 


"That doesn't matter," Arvid said with difficulty. "In the end, everything is useless; we all 


betray each other. That's how people are." 


"Do you think we would be capable of betraying you?" Karl asked. 


"Everyone does it over time, and I've been with you for a very long time." 


"Arvid!" Holger exclaimed, approaching where his comrade was prostrated. He knelt 
down, placed his hands on Arvid's shoulders, and continued. "What happened to you? You 
weren't like this. Among all of us, you were always the most understanding, the calmest, the 
one who maintained peace when things went wrong. Please... tell us what happened," Holger 


finished, tightening his grip on Arvid's shoulders and looking at him with worried eyes. 


Arvid remained silent for a few seconds, but after contemplating Holger's expression, he 
asked him not to hold so tightly and to give him a few seconds to tell them. As Holger 


complied, separating from him and giving him space, Arvid began to tell the story. 


"After we separated in the endless darkness, I was born again, as happens to all of us, you 
know, a baby swimming in darkness and brought into the world. But this time, I noticed 
something different. My mother didn't look at me with eyes full of relief or hope, which I felt 
every time she carried me; instead, I sensed fear, concern, and sadness, as if I were some kind 


of calamity that had come into her life." 


"As I grew and learned the language better, I found out that I was the result of an affair 
between my mother and my father, who was already married. He was a bourgeois who 


occasionally sent us money, but it was more to keep my mother quiet." 


"My childhood was normal; my mother taught me what she could in her free time while 


I made sure to protect and love her. However, everything changed when I turned fourteen. 


Shortly after the cry of independence back in 1811, my father got involved in a scandal and 
was persecuted for supporting the centralists, leading to the assassination of his other son and 
heir. His wife, who already knew about my mother, began to fear me because, as I later 


learned, she couldn't give him more children. So, she tried to get rid of us." 


"One evening, some men came to our house and took us to a warehouse where my father's 
wife was. I remember that despite all the fear my mother felt, I, on the other hand, continued 
to smile and have hope that everything would be okay. We were tied hand and foot, so there 


was little I could do to fight. Besides, my body hadn't developed enough to take on five men." 


"I recall that the woman began to insult us for the simple fact of existing, saying that my 
mother was just anyone who shouldn't have met my father, and I was only a mistake that 
should never have come into the world. She slapped my mother several times while I 


watched, and every time I tried to say something, I was punished with blows from the men." 


"At one point, the woman approached and placed a dagger on my throat. I felt fear, but I 
was more concerned about my mother, who was watching me with eyes full of anguish. What 
I didn't expect was what she said when the woman asked her what she wanted her to do. 'At 
least let me go,' was her response. She began to shout that the woman was right, that I was a 
mistake, that she should never have met my father, that she regretted everything, and if she 
wished, she could kill me. But she wanted to leave, and they would never see her in the 


capital again." 


"As this happened, the woman still holding the knife just laughed and mocked how 
pathetic my mother was. I remained kneeling in disbelief as my mind tried to comprehend 


what was happening. I don't know if it was out of anger or because deep down in my mind, 


I knew I couldn't die in that place. I tightly clenched my hand until I dislocated my thumb, 


making it easier to break free from the restraints." 


"I quickly freed my hands, grabbed the dagger firmly, and then directed it towards the 
woman's throat. She barely realized that her neck had been severed before falling to the 
ground and starting to bleed like a fountain. I don't remember the next part very well; perhaps 
it was because of the immeasurable fury I felt, or maybe it was just my body entering in 
survival state. But when I realized, the men who had beaten me lay dead on the ground, some 
with their necks cut, others stabbed in the heart, but dead nonetheless. I had machetes and 
knives that I didn't even remember holding, and at the back of the warehouse was my mother, 


trying to escape. After that, I lost consciousness." 


"A few hours later, I woke up in a bed in a very elegant room that I didn't recognize. 
Beside me was a man I had never seen, but after he spoke to me a bit, he explained that he 
was my father, aware of what his wife had done, and didn't blame me for it. I was angry with 


him, but my body felt too heavy and sore to even try to hit him." 


"He explained that he wanted to apologize to my mother and me for what had happened, 
that he wanted everything to start anew. So, he invited us to live in the house with him. At 
first, I thought of rejecting it, but then I saw my mother enter the room and hug my father, 


thanking him for everything he had done. I couldn't refuse after that." 


"That's how my new life began. My father paid people to teach me various things like 
literature, religion, finance, and the use of the saber. My mother, on the other hand, indulged 
in a life of luxury after my father formally married her, and I could bear with that. The 


problem arose after she told him she was pregnant; that changed the plans regarding me." 


"Their attitude toward me changed. My father only saw me occasionally to make sure I 
was okay and told my tutors to treat me more strictly. My mother practically forgot about 
me; she ignored me whenever I tried to spend time with her and only cared about her 


pregnancy." 


"By then, I was already seventeen years old and felt very lonely. The only solace I had 
was from the two people who still cared about me. One of them was Omari; he was one of 
the slaves working in the house, but we became friends after he defended me from one of the 
instructor's sons who was bothering me. He listened to me and played with me even though 


he knew he could be punished for it." 


"The other was Rosa; she was the daughter of a maid working in the house. I saw her 
occasionally, and gradually, I began to develop affection for her. Thanks to these two people, 


I could endure everything that happened to me." 


"Months passed, and my father had to travel for some business, leaving my mother under 
my care. By then, she was already halfway through her pregnancy, and I had resigned myself 
to being just the bastard who had to get used to being in the background. But I didn't mind; I 
awaited and hoped to reunite with you, to continue meeting Omari, and perhaps confess my 


feelings to Rosa." 


"During my father's absence, my mother went to see a doctor outside the capital. I decided 
to accompany her since my father had entrusted me with her safety, and she accepted without 
much concern. On the journey, we faced complications due to the intense rain; the carriage 


swayed out of control. Despite that, my mother insisted the coachman hurry." 


"In a very tight curve, the coachman lost control, and we tumbled down a cliff. I tried to 


hold onto my mother, but she had her hands and eyes fixed only on her belly." 


"I woke up shortly afterward, with superficial wounds and a bleeding forehead, but 
otherwise fine. I got out of the carriage and looked around. The coachman lay lifeless next 
to the horse, but my mother had been luckier. I heard her screaming at the edge of the road, 
held by a piece of the carriage as she hung from a great height. All she said amid desperate 
screams was for me to help her. I approached and reached out my hand, but then I heard her 


say something that changed my thoughts." 


It's your duty; you must correct your mistake and save your brother. He is my son, my 


true son!' 


"With those words, the little affection I had left for my mother and the concern for my 
unborn brother dissolved. So, I stood up, gave one last look to the woman who brought me 
into this life, and left. She continued to shout, now more condescendingly, trying to make me 
come back. I stopped paying attention and walked away until I only heard a fading scream, 


drowned by the rain and thunder." 


"Afterward, I managed to reach the main path and gave some coins to a farmer to take 
me back to the capital on his cart. Shortly after, I reunited with my father, told him what had 
happened. At first, he suspected me, but after his men verified the accident and my injuries, 
he couldn't blame me. Moreover, he knew that, like it or not, I was all he had left, so he 


reluctantly accepted me as his next heir, albeit informally." 


"After I recovered, I saw Rosa again. She had been worried about me, but my father had 
not allowed anyone to approach me until he knew I wasn't planning anything suspicious. The 


days passed, and I could spend time with Omari and her." 


"One night we sneaked out for a walk in the capital, and I told her what had happened, 
what I had done, or rather, hadn't done, to be more precise. I thought she would hate me, fear 
me, or be angry with me. But instead, she just approached me and hugged me, with a lot of 
warmth. She whispered in my ear that it wasn't my fault, that everything that had happened 


had clouded my judgment, and feeling bad about it was proof that I wasn't a bad person." 


"I started to cry and hugged her. After this, she put her hands on my face and kissed me 
passionately. That night we spent together in an inn, and I fell deeply in love with her 
compassion. Waking up next to her at dawn, I observed her and thought that I had finally 


found someone who genuinely cared for me in this life." 


"A few weeks later, I was training with the bow at home. My father didn't like it because 
it was a very outdated weapon compared to rifles, but I showed him that I was very skilled 
with it. But I'm digressing." Arvid paused for a moment to breathe properly and then 


continued. 


"Rosa came to see me that day; I received her with great joy, and she, with a face full of 
concern, confessed that she hadn't bled for several weeks, experiencing nausea and 
headaches. I knew what that meant; she was expecting a child, my child. Tears welled up in 
my eyes, and then I approached and hugged her tightly. I told her I would make her my wife, 
and the baby she was expecting would have all the comforts my family could offer. She, of 


course, was delighted." 


"I talked to my father about the situation, and he was somewhat negative about it, but he 
was under too much pressure due to the conflicts between federalists and centralists to pay 
attention to me. So, he said that as long as I continued taking care of family matters, he didn't 


care how many I impregnated. His words, not mine." 


"Months passed, and I gradually got involved in the family's murky business, smuggling 
weapons, punishing slaves, and having to fight against my father's enemies, of whom I killed 


more than one. But I always kept in mind that I did it to protect the ones I loved." 


"Then came that day when Rosa was in labor. I knew from her mother, who had gone to 
see her where the midwives were. I followed her with many yearnings and happiness at the 


thought of seeing my son." 


"Upon arriving, I learned that the childbirth had concluded, and both she and the baby 
were well. However, those present wouldn't let me pass, and I couldn't understand why. 


Through struggles and demands, I managed to sneak into the room where they both were." 


"Upon entering, I encountered a scene that is still hard for me to believe. Alongside the 
midwives, Rosa lay, sweaty and covered in cloths with blood at the lower part of her body. 


However, in her arms was a small figure illuminated by the midday sun." 


"I approached and stared at the baby for a few seconds, noticing something strange, its 
skin, hair, and features were not similar to mine but rather to someone born on the slave 


continent. Dark skin, curly hair, and a bit larger than a creole baby." 


"Ts it another woman's baby?' I asked. Both she and the midwives remained silent. I saw 


her face, and it reflected what I could only interpret as 'I'm sorry."" 


"I collapsed for a few seconds until I had enough strength to get up and leave that place 
with my head bowed. At the door, I met Omari, who seemed tired, as if he had run several 
blocks. His face showed nervousness, and when our eyes connected, I knew, I knew whose 


baby that was." 


"I had been so blind. I never saw them together; instead, each saw me separately, despite 
how much I wanted to spend time with both of them. How desperate she seemed to get 
intimate with me as soon as I recovered, how concerned she looked when she told me about 


the pregnancy." 


"Everything was there. She was just like my mother, a schemer who only knew how to 
use her body to attract men and use her children as currency for a good life. And he, a traitor 


who only knew how to lie to me." 


"That day, I returned home and searched for the rifles my father had told me to use. With 
them, I practiced how to load, clean the barrel, how to shoot, again and again until I knew I 


was ready." 


"A week later, I told my father's men that I needed their help. With them, I kidnapped 
Omari and Rosa and took them to the outskirts of the capital, where I knew no one would 


hear them scream." 


"We hit him several times until he begged for mercy. Then, I ordered both their arms to 


be cut off, and, to finish it, I shot him in the head while forcing her to watch." 


"With her, I was a bit more merciful, just a few lashes, and I shot her in the forehead 


while she looked at me with tear-filled eyes." 


"I ordered them to get rid of the bodies." 


"Then I returned to the capital shortly after and told my father that I was the new leader 
of the family. Obviously, he refused to accept, but my men convinced him, with a bit of force, 
of course. I think after they saw what I was capable of, they understood who was fit to lead 


them." 


"And it's been like that for a little over a year. Of course, until you came and ruined the 


fun." Arvid concluded, looking at the others with anger. 
"In hvad i fjandanum?" Signe expressed with disgust and confusion. 
"Yeah, buddy, what the hell?" Rune said, placing his hand over his mouth. 


"What... what happened to the baby?" Holger asked, fear in his voice. "You couldn't 


have..." 


"I sold that bastard cheap to a guy on a farm," Arvid replied. "I heard one of his slaves 


had lost a baby recently, so I guess it was destiny. Now, he's with his kind." 


"You say it as if they aren't human. I remind you that I was born as a slave in this life. 


You don't know how much we suffer," Holger concluded with a hint of anger in his voice. 


"I couldn't care less. Slaves, women, rich men, poor men, they're all the same. I'm no 


different. I know I'm scum, but at least I accept it. You might accept it over time too." 


Before any of them could respond, the sound of a loud slap resonated in the room. Karl 
had run at great speed and delivered a strong slap to Arvid, who remained with his face turned 


toward the opposite side of the blow, his face reddened. 


Shortly after, he said: 


"Hjordis, hit me on the nose, and you slapped me. Are you sure you two didn't reincarnate 


into the wrong bodies?" 


Karl didn't respond, only looked at him with disappointment and pity before walking 


towards the stairs, saying: 


"I'm going to help keep watch," and leaving the room. 


His friends, one by one, followed him in silence as they watched Arvid, who just 


remained prostrated in the same place. 


Hours passed inside Rune's house. The outside commotion had subsided, but the tension 
in the place was so palpable that the air felt as heavy as lead. None of those present dared to 
speak except to say they were going to the bathroom or to ask if something strange was 


happening outside. 


In the early morning, Signe said: 


"I'm not going to do it." 


"What are you saying?" asked Hjerdis. 


"I'm not going to war, at least I'm not going to involve my tribe in this conflict. We've 


already lost too many, and I don't want them to lose more because of my whim." 


"You retracting from a fight? That's new," Rune expressed. "What made you change your 


mind? Did Arvid's story move you?" 


"Shut up. I just realized how blind I was being, letting myself be carried away by my 


anger. I don't want that to make other people suffer because of me. At least I know you guys 


can defend yourselves. Besides, you're a bunch of batshit lunatics, so, I can't feel bad if you 


end up being killed." 


"What are we going to do then?" Holger asked. "If Arvid's family is as dangerous as he 


said, I'm sure they'll pursue us anywhere in the capital." 


"The bastard had the cold blood to kill those two like animals. I don't think he'll be softer 


with us," Hjordis said. 


"Did you hear what he said?" Karl asked. 


"The basement is underneath, and I have very good hearing, Captain. Also, I knew you 
wouldn't tell me, at least not the whole truth. He's right about one thing; he's scum, and I 


think deep down you know he's not lying." 


"...what do we do now, Captain?" Rune asked. 


"I... I don't know," Karl replied, crouching under the window. "I don't know what to do 
anymore. Maybe each one should go their own way in this life. I can take care of Holger, but 


the rest might be better off not following me." 


"What are you saying?" Holger asked. 


"You saw how Arvid ended up. You saw how we all ended up in each of our lives. Agnar 
knew how to appreciate what he had, and that's why he decided to separate from us. I've 
thought about it a lot and came to the conclusion that he made the right decision. Maybe if I 


find a bit of that substance he drank, I can make you guys..." 


"Stop right there!" Signe exclaimed. "Do you hear what you're saying? What happened 


to Arvid wasn't your fault. You weren't there; I wasn't there. No one was there to help him. 


Saying that what happened to him is your fault is like saying it was our fault that you had to 
suffer in Germany or in Japan, but it wasn't. We don't know how this journey through lives 
works, but everyone does what they can with what they have. I lived as a samurai in a good 
family, and Agnar envied me for that, but he made the right decisions and got a better position 
than mine, a wife, a son, and decided to leave this journey with us. But that was his choice. 
Stop being so arrogant; yes, this that happens to us started with you, but it ends when each 
one decides. If we stay with you, it's because we feel like it, not because we feel obligated 


" 


to 


"I fought against formidable adversaries, I've seen places beyond the sea and tundra, eaten 
delicious things, and had fun with all of you. You may be a bunch of idiots who only know 
how to fight in wars, but you're my idiots who only know how to fight in wars," he concluded, 


pointing his thumb at his chest. 


After a brief silence, Hjordis's faint laughter was heard from the corner where she stood. 


Upon hearing this, Signe asked: 


"What do you find so amusing?" 


"I didn't know you had a sensitive side," she replied. "I thought you were a super strict 


guy who only knew how to fight." 


"Look who's talking. We just saw you crying from that punch you took to the face." 


"I wasn't crying; it hit me in the eye. It's a natural reflex," she replied, averting her gaze. 


A pause ensued between these last two sentences, and then everyone started laughing, 


which helped lighten the tense atmosphere that had formed. 


A few moments later, Rune said, "But what Signe says is true. I think I speak for everyone 
when I say that if we continue on this journey through lives, it's because we like it, with all 
the good and the bad that it entails. Besides, it has its advantages; I think we're the only 


humans who no longer fear death." 


"I think there are more," Signe affirmed. 


"More humans who don't fear death? Maybe, but they must be totally crazy." 


"I mean people who can reborn in other times with their friends. I don't think we're lucky 


enough to be the only ones." 


"I don't know, we still haven't found any others, and I don't think we'll find any." 


"You wanna bet?" 


"What kind of bet?" 


"How about this: if we happen to find another group with the same qualities as us, you 
pay for a dinner. And I mean a good meal, fine meat, sides, sauces, alcohol, and something 


sweet to finish." 


"I like that. How do I win that prize? When do you lose?" 


"If we go through three more rebirths without knowing of any other group like ours, I'll 
pay for the dinner. Deal?" Signe asked, extending his open hand and smiling confidently at 


Rune. 


"Deal," Rune accepted, shaking his hand firmly. 


"What a pair of idiots," Hjerdis affirmed. "Anyway, as Rune said, we're in this because 
we want to be, accepting the good and the bad that comes our way. So, captain..." she said, 


crouching next to Karl. "Show us what's next; we're eager to see it." 


"Guys..." Karl said, tears welling in his eyes, which he wiped away. "You're all crazy," he 
continued as he stood up. "But if you want to keep following this stubborn idiot, I have no 
choice but to lead you. In the land of the blinds, the one-eyed man is king, or so I've heard." 


He finished with a warm smile. 


"If that's the case, where do we go next?" Holger asked. 


"I might have an idea," Signe said. 


"Then say it; we don't have much of those right now," Karl suggested. 


"I mentioned before that Bolivar was trying to change the nation. Well, it turns out he's 


the most suitable to face the Spaniards. I think if we join his ranks, we can make a difference." 


"You say it as if it were that easy," Rune affirmed. "That guy is just a warlord taking 


advantage to gain military power." 


"Maybe he is, but it's a fact that the Spaniards don't like him, and as far as I know, they're 
the villains in this story. I heard he's in the territory of Angostura; if we head there, they might 
accept us. From what I know, they're short of people; I heard they even accepted a seamstress 


or a teacher as a spy, although it's just a rumor." 


"Angostura is very far; we'll need to prepare for a long and dangerous journey." 


"My tribe can accompany us. If we're not going to fight, we'll have to head back further 


north; along the way, we can split up. Does any of you have family who need help?" 


"My mother has a fabric store not far from here," Hjordis affirmed. "She's a good person, 


and I'm all she has. I don't want to leave her." 


"I don't have anyone," Holger said. 


"Neither do I," Rune continued. 


"I have family in Spain, but it's not like they'll care much if they don't see me for a while," 


Karl admitted. 


"Then we only need to take care of Hjordis's mother, and then we can go," Signe said. 


"The rest would be finding provisions and returning with my tribe to explain the plan." 


"Hey, we're forgetting someone," Holger said. 


"That's right," Karl said. "What are we going to do with Arvid?" 


"Maybe leave me alone and go die for the umpteenth time," Arvid retorted in an annoyed 


tone. 


The five turned to look towards the basement entrance, where Arvid stood, leaning 
against the wall with his arm as he observed the rest with eyes reflecting annoyance and a 


displeased expression on his bruised and swollen face. 


"I overheard a bit of what you said," Arvid continued. "You can go wherever you want; 
I'll stay here. I'll be better off where I can move. Something tells me you won't last long and 
will come back to die again, which doesn't entice me at the moment. Not that I plan to live 


much, but I'm tired of being pierced by weapons." 


"Arvid..." Holger said. 


"Jeremias! I told you Arvid is dead." 


"Are you sure about this?" Karl asked. "I want us to stay together." 


"But I don't, and to show you that, I can propose a deal, which might also serve as an 
apology for Hjordis, you know, for the... misunderstanding a moment ago," he said, 


insinuation in his tone in the last sentence. 


"What kind of deal?" Hjordis asked uncertainly. 


"I heard about the problem you have with your mother. What if I buy the fabric store? 
that way you can take her without complications. I needed a new place anyway; maybe I'll 


turn it into a tavern or an inn, I really don't care. What do you say? Not a bad deal, is it?" 


Hjerdis looked at Arvid for a few seconds before deciding to walk slowly to where he 
stood, all while keeping eye contact. When she was just a few inches from his face, she 


extended her open hand in front of Arvid and said: 


"It sounds like a good deal... Jeremias." 


Arvid, with some reluctance, extended his hand and grasped Hjordis's hand. She then 
squeezed it with force, causing him to bend his knees and muffle his screams of pain into his 


closed mouth. 


"It seems like you're the one who was reborn in the wrong body, not the captain or me," 


Hjordis concluded, releasing the grip and winking at him playfully. 


Arvid seemed to have his words stuck in his throat, wanting to let them out in an outburst 
of anger. However, he tried to take a deep breath and straighten his body. This made his 


expression return to a calmer state, and he continued: 


"Now that this problem is solved... I hope you respect my decision and don't come back 
for me. I mean it. I don't think I'll go as far as Agnar did, but at least for now, I want to be 
alone. So please, go away. I'm tired of fighting for others." He finished, looking towards the 


floor. 


After these words, the group reluctantly accepted their companion's decision. They spent 


the day at Rune's house until they made sure no authorities were watching, and then they left. 


A few days later, as promised, Arvid returned home and made arrangements to buy 
Hjerdis's mother's house. She accepted without much thought because the offer was very 


good and came from someone well-known, albeit for the wrong reasons. 


The group bid a final farewell to Arvid after this event and set off for Angostura along 
with Signe's tribe and Hjerdis's mother. They traveled in a caravan of carts, moving out of 


the capital. 
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The journey was a bit easier than when they returned from the settlement, but what 
weighed most on the group was the uncertainty about what would happen to their friend. 
Unlike Agnar, he had not severed the bond that tied them beyond death and had not stayed in 


a place where he was truly happy, which severely distressed them. 


After a few days, the group reached Angostura, where, to their surprise, they were stopped 
by armed individuals who questioned their intentions. Since they were a group that included 
various ethnicities from the region, their possible motivations seemed uncertain to the curious 


onlookers. 


An officer from the military forces that stopped them inspected them and was surprised 
to note that they were practically unarmed. Even the most peaceful merchants usually carried 
one or two weapons for protection. After passing the inspection, the group was taken to an 
empty house where they were asked who they were and what they wanted. Rune then 


explained their intentions to help in Bolivar's fight, as they had heard he was in that territory. 


Initially, the officer did not believe them, but after an extensive interrogation of each one 


of them, during which no discrepancies were found, they assumed they were telling the truth. 


"However, there's a thought that weighs on me," the officer stated. 


"What would that be?" Rune asked. 


"What would your group contribute to the liberator's fight? From what I see, there are 


only five of you, not counting the woman you say is just the young girl's mother." 


"We used to be more, but the white-haired one's tribe had to return to their lands farther 
north, so only five of us are left. As for our usefulness... I think we can prove it, if allowed 


of course." 


"Don't go overboard with me. Here, we welcome anyone who wants to fight for freedom, 
but that doesn't mean we'll entrust our weapons to newcomers. By the way, the young man 


with yellow hair who came with you is from Spain, isn't he?" 


"Indeed, is that relevant?" 


"The liberator is interested in having Spaniards fighting among his lines. It helps make 


our forces' image more diverse and is useful when we're negotiating with the enemy. 


"He's... an unusual Spaniard, but he knows how to fight very well. I give you my word." 


"I will speak with the liberator, tell him about your proposal to put you and your group 
to test, to see if you have what it takes to fight for the nation. In the meantime, all of you'll 


stay locked up here." 


"For how long?" 


"As long as necessary," the officer replied, looking seriously at Rune. 


The officer left the room accompanied by his guards, and a few minutes later, the rest of 


the group was taken to the place where they blocked the door. 


"Not bad at all," Rune affirmed. 


"What did he say?" Holger asked. 


"That he'll consider what I proposed. I told him what we wanted, just as we agreed on our 


way here." 


He'll consider it,' that's just a 'no' with more suspense," Hjerdis said, crossing her arms 


and leaning against a wall. 


"Don't worry," Karl said. "We've come this far; I think we'll figure out what to do to move 


forward. What do you think, Signe?" 


"I just want to help end this damn war," he responded with annoyance. "What happens 


after doesn't matter much to me." 


The group talked the rest of the night about their plans if they were accepted into the 
liberator's forces. Meanwhile, in the capital, Arvid looked out from his room's window at the 
glow of torches and the moonlight behind the clouds. A tear ran down his cheek, and his fist 


collided with the wooden windowsill. 


"I'm alone," he said to himself as blood flowed from his fist. 


Pisba Moor, Near Tunja, Viceroyalty of New Granada, August 4, 1819. 


"I don't believe it, you must have made it up," Hjordis asserted as she took a bite of a 


chicken thigh. 
"I swear on Odin's name, I'm telling you I killed him," Signe responded confidently. 


"I still think it's a lie. How could you have killed him? He's supposed to be like Loki, 


only uglier, at least that's what my mother says." 
"What are they talking about?" Rune asked as he sat down by the campfire. 


The group was gathered in an improvised camp set up by the liberating forces in the 
highland, waiting for new orders to advance. They had heard that the Spaniards were nearing 


Tunja and were waiting to ambush them in this location. 


The five of them sat around the campfire, eating and chatting. Signe was sharing a curious 
story that would be passed down through the years in songs and tales, although they were 


unaware of this at the time. 
"The devil... that can't be possible," Rune declared. 
"You see? That's what I told him," Hjordis chimed in. 


"Don't believe me if you don't want to," Signe said with confidence. "I'm telling you, I 
met him on the hill while exploring with a musician who had gotten lost. We came to a 


crossroads, and that red-skinned, yellow-eyed bastard appeared before us." 


"And what did you do?" Holger asked curiously. 


"I attacked him with my machetes until I got tired. I have to admit, the guy was tough. I 
must have cut him about three thousand five hundred times before he died. After that, I 


marked a skull on his forehead and took his tail as a trophy." 


"And where's the tail?" 


"I sold it to a merchant. It just dried up and attracted flies, but he gave us food and 


medicine in exchange." 


"What happened to the musician?" Rune inquired. "The one who got lost." 


"He stayed with us for a few days in the tribe and wrote a song about what happened. The 


night before he left, he played it on his accordion for us." 


"I still think it's a lie," Hjordis insisted. "I would have eaten the tail instead of selling it. 


Maybe then I could not only be resurrected but also have supernatural powers." 


"You didn't see it, and you didn't fight with him, so keep your mouth shut," Signe retorted. 


"What do you think, Captain?" 


Karl, who was once again watching his group converse peacefully by the campfire, 


paused for a moment, took a deep breath, and then said: 


"I believe... you should have kept the tail. At least that way, we might believe you." 


"I told you," Hjordis said with a mocking smile. 


"You're all just so distrusting," Signe said. 


"This reminds me of what happened a few years ago," Karl said, addressing everyone 


sitting around. 


"How many years ago?" Rune asked. "You know our experiences are a bit different from 


everyone else's." 


"When we were fighting outside of Germany. We gathered around a campfire and shared 


stories while eating and laughing. I guess I'm feeling a bit nostalgic." 


"Back then, we still had Agnar by our side..." 


"And Arvid," Holger added with a touch of melancholy. 


"...that doesn't matter anymore," Hjerdis interjected. "We're here and now, and we have 
to fight. That's what we know how to do, and that's how we can help. Who cares if we're 


fewer? We have more experience and camaraderie, so don't get sad." 


The four who were watching her were left in awe by Hjerdi's words. Her impromptu 


speech echoed so loudly that it was even heard by groups sitting far away from their campfire. 


For a brief moment, they just gazed at her, until Signe broke the silence with the following 


words: 


"Good thing they left; they would have died of embarrassment if they'd heard you say 


that." 


"Well, someone had to say it," Hjordis responded, "and you looked like you were about 


to burst into tears." 


Before Signe could reply, the group watched as a figure approached from the shadows of 
the night and stood in front of their campfire. This was the officer who had captured and 
interrogated them a couple of years ago. Now he was their ally, providing them with 


information from Bolivar. 


"I see you're having fun," the officer said. "It's good that the atmosphere is pleasant before 


a battle." 


"Are you here to tell us something important?" Karl asked. 


"The Liberator wants you to know that we'll march to Tunja at dawn. It's a fact that the 
Spaniards are there, and they don't expect us to attack. It'll be our chance to reclaim the 


nation." 


"Excellent, we'll make sure to eat and rest well. Could you bring us more lentils? The pot 


is empty," Karl requested. 


"Go and get them yourselves," the officer responded annoyed. "I'll take my leave; it's 


better if you prepare yourselves." 


"Of course, 'Leadfoot,"" Karl said with a smile as the officer stormed away, his face filled 


with anger and embarrassment. 


"Leadfoot,' it's been a while since you called him that," Hjordis remarked with a laugh. 


"Do you remember the first time he had us fire those muskets? My heart almost stopped," 


Rune said. 


"They seemed very complicated to me," Holger admitted. "It's good that I can reload on 


instinct now." 


"Yes," Hjordis continued, "loading the gunpowder, cleaning the barrel, and aiming is so 


tedious, but I like how easy it is to kill with those weapons." 


"I wonder if he still feels the wound the captain gave him on his foot," Rune mused. 


"It must hurt," Signe said. "The captain didn't even realize he hadn't fired when he pulled 


the trigger and he hit the poor guy right between the toes." 


"Stop it," Karl requested, covering his face with his hands. "To this day, I feel embarrassed 


every time I remember it." 


"Don't worry Captain, that idiot deserved it. I think he was still mad about the beating we 


gave his men when they tried to fight us." 


"Yes, he was overly confident they'd beat us," Hjordis added. "They all ended up on the 


ground along with that guy's pride. That's what they get for messing with Vikings." 


"By the way, Hjordis, how's your mother doing?" Holger inquired. 


"She's doing well. She sent me a letter saying her new husband treats her very well, and 
she lacks nothing. I'm at ease with that. If I die tomorrow, at least I know I won't leave any 


loose ends in this life." 


"Don't worry," Karl said as he got up. "I know that when we fight in a few days, it won't 
be like the other times. You'll see, we'll win, we'll live, and we'll be able to enjoy this new 


nation as heroes." Karl finished with a smile filled with optimism. 


Tunja, Viceroyalty of New Granada, August 7, 1819. 


Darkness, once again, the infinite darkness in which the group of warriors who had fought 


for freedom found themselves floating. 


Karl opened his eyes and gazed at his spectral companions, floating and connected to him 
by the bluish-green thread. He remembered how each of them had fought in the battle on the 
bridge, using the muskets they had learned to shoot with, as well as their favorite weapons. 
The battle was so bloody that none of them had survived this time. They didn't know who 


had fallen first and who was the last; it was total chaos. 


When they all awoke, they began to converse in the sound system they had invented, 
recapping what had gone wrong. They continued this until suddenly a sixth spectral figure 
appeared among them. This one had long hair and kept his eyes closed. After they yelled 


sounds in the tone of their song, he woke up. It was Arvid, who looked somewhat annoyed. 


They talked to him as best they could, and he told them that he had learned of their deaths 
on the battlefield but reassured them by saying that the confrontation had served to change 


the country and weaken the Spanish. This made them happy. 


They asked Arvid how he had died, and he admitted that he wasn't entirely sure. 


He remembered having drunk too much after spending the night with a girl, and then he 
woke up in the infinite darkness. It could have been due to drinking excessively, or perhaps 


the woman he had been with had poisoned him, but he expressed that he didn't care anymore. 


The group talked a bit more until Rune felt his body being drawn toward the rectangular 


pool, followed by Hjordis, Karl, Holger, and almost simultaneously Signe and Arvid. 


The latter didn't seem to fade away like the others, but instead twisted and broke violently 
before passing through the vortex and arriving at the dark center. This was something that 


Signe observed before going through her own reincarnation process. 


London, England, Winter 1875. 


The young girl ran through the cold, dimly lit streets of the city's lower neighborhoods. 
Her breath formed clouds that dissipated into the faintly lit mist. Occasionally, her feet 


slipped on frozen puddles or snow, but she didn't fall at any point. 


"He's around here; don't let her escape," she heard before quickening her pace. Her pale 
face, filled with anguish and concern, reddened, and her copper-colored braid waved in the 


wind. 


At one point, she stopped to catch her breath, with her hands on her knees and her head 
hanging low. She caught sight of a shadow gradually obscuring the light from a gas lamp. 
The young girl quickly looked up and saw a man watching her with a malicious smile, 


missing a few teeth, and with eyes that reflected an animal-like demeanor. 


"Don't make it harder on yourself. You know you owe us a lot," the man said in a raspy 


voice. 


"No... No! I don't want to!" the young girl exclaimed in terror before sprinting away. The 


escape continued through the desolate city streets. 


The young girl reached a corner and ran into a man, then another, and another, until she 
saw no route to escape. She desperately put her hands in the pockets of her tattered dress, 


trying to find something, but nothing was there. 


"Were you looking for this?" asked the man with a malicious laugh, holding a dagger in 
his hand. "You dropped it when you ran from me." The man then began to slowly approach 


the young girl, cornering her against the alley wall. "A lady shouldn't carry this; you could 


cut your beautiful face," he said as he lightly pressed the tip of the blade against the girl's 


cheek, making a drop of blood trickle down her skin. 


"Please..." the young girl pleaded. "I'll pay you... I promise." 


"Oh, but sweet child, you're going to pay us, just as you've done before, it won't be with 


coins. Hold her!" the man exclaimed. 


The men grabbed the young girl by her limbs while the man with the knife concealed it 
in his coat and moved closer to her. She couldn't scream as she had been gagged, only able 


to watch as the figure of the man and his terrifying smiling face got closer and closer. 


38 28 2k 


The crowd in the stands cheered and screamed during the game. It was the last one they 


would celebrate due to the intense cold that gripped the city at that time of year. 


Both teams lined up facing each other with the oval ball about to be thrown. When the 
whistle announcing the continuation of the game sounded, the players collided with each 
other as the ball was passed from hand to hand. The two teams were tied, and the one to score 


the next touchdown would give victory to their teammates. 


Amidst offensive plays and tackles, the ball was left floating in the air, about to fall. It 
was at that moment that a burly figure leaped towards where it was going to land and firmly 
grasped it between his armpit and hand. The player then began to run at great speed toward 


the goal line. 


"Johnny, Johnny, Johnny!" was what the crowd shouted when they saw him sprinting 


toward the end zone. 


When he was just a few yards away from scoring, the player felt his left leg becoming 
heavier. As he looked down, he saw one of the opposing team's players holding onto his calf 


tightly. 


Faced with this challenge, the player simply looked back toward the goal line and 
continued walking, dragging the opponent whose face reflected surprise and desperation. He 


felt a second weight, this time on his shoulders, as another opponent clung to his right leg. 


The crowd's cheering shifted to one of doubt and concern, as the player they called 
"Johnny" remained still with three opponents holding onto his body, preventing him from 


moving. 


A few moments later, two more opponents rushed to his position in an attempt to steal 
the ball. The player calmly closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He continued to breathe 


deeply until the two opponents attempted to charge him. 


To everyone's surprise, the player tensed his muscles and, in an explosion of strength, 
pushed himself off with his foot, causing the opponents restraining him to fall and collide 


with those coming from behind. 


What followed was a determined and locomotive-like advance that did not stop until the 
player reached the goal line. He slammed the ball into the grass and then turned and collapsed 
backward with such force that the earth beneath the green leaves rose in a slight cloud of 


dust. 


The crowd was thrilled, rising from their seats to applaud and shout Johnny's name, all 


while the referee blew the signal that the game had ended. 


The player who had scored lay on the ground with his labored breathing and closed eyes 
until his teammates approached and helped him to his feet, which was a bit challenging due 


to his massive build, for which he was well-known. 


A couple of minutes after both teams exchanged greetings, the game came to an end. 


The victory belonged to Johnny's team, and he waved to the ecstatic crowd, except for 


one man in elegant attire who watched him from the top of the stands. 


38 28 2k 


At the end of the match, Johnny changed into different clothing in the changing rooms 
and then walked with the man from the stands to an elegant carriage that took them to a grand 
mansion in one of the city's finest neighborhoods. Once there, with hardly any exchange of 
words, the young man went to his room and put on the attire left next to his bed for him to 


prepare. 


"Come on, I don't want us to be late," the man said after seeing the young man dressed in 


the elegant suit. 


Both of them got back into the carriage, which started moving away from the mansion 
and onto the streets of London. The city was bathed in the fading sunlight, giving way to the 


glow of streetlights, taking over the task of protecting the citizens from the perils of the night. 


After about half an hour, the carriage stopped in front of a vast property where other 
vehicles were parked. People dressed in refined attire were disembarking and making their 
way toward the mansion in the center of the estate. The man and the young man followed the 


crowd and entered the mansion. 


Inside, an atmosphere of opulence was apparent. Tables were filled with exquisite food, 
highly talented musicians performed pieces by renowned Austrian composers, drinks flowed, 


and laughter mingled with gossip in the gathering of aristocrats. 


"Don't leave my side," the man said. "I want to introduce you to some business associates, 
and after that, you can indulge in the appetizers or court a young lady, or whatever it is that 


youngsters do these days." 


"I won't... | won't do that," the young man replied before following him through the crowd 


at the party. 


The two walked through various areas of the room, greeting different people known to 
the man, all seemingly belonging to some significant industry: machinery parts distributors, 


owners of mineral mines, fashion designers, writers, and so on. 


The young man had to introduce himself to all of these, which he found somewhat tedious 
as the conversations lasted several minutes and revolved around topics that did not interest 


him. 


In one of these instances, the man ran into an old acquaintance he claimed not to have 
seen in years. He was delighted to reunite with him and, in addition to a firm handshake, he 


gave the man a hearty hug, the kind that good friends used to exchange. 
"Oswald!" the man exclaimed. "Look at how you've filled out, you old glutton." 


"And you've gotten thinner, almost as slim as that cane you're carrying," Oswald replied 
with a smile. "And who is this young man with the stylish suit? He doesn't look like a 


servant." 


"He's my grandson, Mary's son. I found him a few years ago, and since then, I've been 
grooming him to be a proper gentleman. Now he's off to university and is the star of the rugby 


team, a true man. Say hello, Jonathan." 


"Good evening, I'm Jonathan. It's a pleasure to meet you," the young man said, shaking 


Oswald's hand. 


"You look just like your grandfather when he was young, only with a bit more muscle," 


Oswald affirmed. "You must have fed him well, haven't you, Jacques?" 


"He eats quite a lot, that's for sure," Jacques replied. "But aside from sports, he doesn't 
have any other talents, neither in music nor in studies. I wish he were a scholarly type like 


" 


you. 


"I understand," Oswald agreed. "You know? I brought my grandson to this party too. His 
father is always avoiding work, and the woman he married spends more time in the shops 
than at home, so this boy is the only good thing that came out of those two. William, come 
here, I want to introduce you to a friend!" he exclaimed, turning to look at the appetizer table 


behind him. 


A young man at the table turned around and walked over to where the three men were 
conversing. He was wearing a flat cap like those often worn during summer golf outings, and 
his clothes were somewhat disheveled, despite being part of an ensemble that left nothing to 
envy among the other guests. His gaze conveyed an air of boredom and tedium as he 


approached the men. 


"This is William, my only grandson. He's not as good at writing as his grandfather, but 


when he sets his mind to it, he can express words straight from the heart. Don't be shy, 


William, greet the Yorkshire family. They're old friends of your grandfather," Oswald 


introduced. 


"Hello, my name is William. Nice to meet you," the young man responded with little 


enthusiasm in his voice, offering a slight courtesy with the wine glass he held in his hand. 


"He doesn't really enjoy these kinds of events. You know how youngsters are, he'd 
probably prefer to be in a bar, breaking a ruffian's nose, or in a brothel seducing a gold 


digger," Oswald remarked. 
"How old are you, young man?" Jacques asked. 
"I turned twenty last September," William replied. 


"What a coincidence, my Jonathan turned twenty at the end of August, beating you by 


just a few days. And tell me, would you like to be a playwright like your grandfather?" 


"I'm not very interested in theater. My grandfather has taken me to see several plays, but 


I find them quite boring, and most of the time, I fall asleep before they end." 


"As I was telling you, youngsters," Oswald said with a touch of disappointment, "they 
don't know how to appreciate their time. One day, inspiration will strike, and he'll see the 


wonderful world of theater." 


Jonathan watched as Oswald recited phrase after phrase, praising the stories and the 
authors who wrote them. This continued for a couple of minutes until he noticed a woman 
stumbling and quickly being caught by William's hand before she hit the floor. The young 


man lifted her with great courtesy, and she apologized before leaving embarrassed. 


"Fjandinn!" William muttered in a low voice, noticing a wine stain on his suit. "I've 


stained another one." 
"What was that you said?" Jonathan asked. 


"It's just some gibberish he sometimes utters, I think it's something he picked up on the 


street," Oswald affirmed. "Don't pay it any mind." 


"Actually, I think it's a language we've been taught at university. If you'll permit me, I can 


recite a bit of it... 'Which of all are you?" Jonathan asked in Icelandic. 


William looked at Jonathan with an expression that could only be described as pure 


astonishment. After contemplating him for a few seconds, he replied also in Icelandic: 
"I'm Signe, I don't think you're the captain." 
"I'm Holger, and you're the first I've encountered," Jonathan responded. 


"You're the first one I've come across too. Let's leave these old folks and go chat 


elsewhere," William suggested. 
They both nodded and walked toward the door leading to the backyard. 


"Excuse me, Grandpa," Holger said to Jacques. "I'll help Sign... I mean, William, clean 


the stain on his clothes." 


"Yes, you know how careless I am Grandpa. We'll see you later," Signe exclaimed as he 


walked away with Holger. 


The two gentlemen looked at each other for a moment and shrugged in confusion at the 


curious scene they had just witnessed. 


As they reached the garden, the two sat on a stone bench, laughing profusely due to the 


excitement of the moment. After calming down, they looked at each other, and Signe said: 


"I'm glad to see you again big guy." 


"And I'm glad to see you too, my friend," Holger replied. "I might have noticed you from 


the beginning if you weren't wearing that hat." 


"Don't even mention it," Signe took off his hat, revealing slightly disheveled white hair. 


"The old man makes me wear it. He thinks people might think I'm sick or something." 


"It doesn't look that bad. Young people wear them a lot these days." 


"Now you know about fashion? They've turned you into quite the gentleman in high 


society." 


"And they've taken you away from battles and put you in charge of watching plays. 


Maybe you've developed a romantic side." 


The two chatted and laughed for several minutes, reminiscing about the past and catching 


up on each other's current lives. 


Holger told him that in this life, he was born as the son of Jacques Yorkshire's youngest 
daughter. She married a man of low birth, and he was the result of that union. Unfortunately, 
his father was murdered by robbers before he was born, leaving his mother alone. She later 
married a man who ran an inn in the lower part of the city, where he spent his early years. 
Tragically, this second husband was killed by debt collectors, and as she had only a few 
months left to live due to an illness he had transmitted to her, she used the little money she 


had left to contact his father and ask him to look after the boy. 


At the age of twelve, old Jacques arrived at the place and took both of them to his 
mansion. There, they took care of his mother as best they could, but her death was inevitable. 
The old man told him that he would make him his heir since, unfortunately, his eldest 
daughter was incapable of bearing children, and the next in line had been murdered by her 


husband after discovering her infidelity. Thus, he was the only heir he could have. 


Soon after his mother died, he began studying to become a man of worth. He was taught 
to read, write, mathematics, literature, dance, etiquette, and everything customary in high 


society. It wasn't very fitting for him, but he made an effort to excel as much as he could. 


It wasn't until he reached puberty that he showed his true talent in sports, especially in 


contact sports like rugby, which earned him much fame among enthusiasts. 


Signe, on the other hand, mentioned that his life was a bit more boring. His father was 
the son of a very famous playwright but was one who only spent money and didn't work. He 


married a girl from a family of fur traders, and he was the result of that relationship. 


Since both of his parents were very absent, he was raised mostly by the servants, his 
tutors, and his grandfather. The latter made sure he read from a very early age, but 
unfortunately, he never took an interest in the dramas or romances that were so famous at 
that time. Books about Viking exploits like the legend of Beowulf attracted him more, but he 


wasn't allowed to read them very often. 


The rest of his life was just studies, manners, and very boring plays until he reunited with 


one of his long-unseen peers. 


"You've had a good life," Holger asserted. "That man seems like a good person who only 


wants the best for you." 


"I can't complain," Signe replied. "He's a very melodramatic stickler, but he knows how 
to win over the audience with his works and words. He's treated me better than my previous 


parents." 


"I hope the others are doing as well as us." 


"Can you imagine Hjordis being a noble? With a pompous dress and makeup that would 


make her look like a ghost?" 


"Or the captain at an elegant dinner, getting drunk and doing one of his tricks with his 


axes?" 


Both laughed heartily, gradually lowering their tone and adopting a more serious 


expression. At this, Holger asked, "Do you have any idea where they might be?" 


"No, I haven't heard from any of them," Signe responded. "I've tried to take off my cap 
now and then in various places to see if it caught the attention of any young person who 


recognized me, but they just thought I was a kid who had spilled white paint on his head." 


"I'm sorry to hear that. I haven't had any luck either. I tried speaking Icelandic with some 


people, but they all turned out to be just sailors or traders from our land in these times." 


"I've also overheard some conversations from men of our land, but the dialect has 


changed so much that I've only been able to understand a few words..." 


Signe fell silent for a moment as he looked at the ground and placed his hands on the 
sides of his head. Holger looked at him with some concern, but before he could ask if he was 


okay, Signe raised his head and said, "I have an idea... but I'm not sure if it'll work." 


"One idea is better than none," Holger affirmed. "Tell me, I want to know." 


"A few years ago, I made something like a deal with my grandfather. The old man said 
that if | were to write a play, he would speak to all his acquaintances in the field to ensure at 
least one performance for it. A way to motivate me to follow in his footsteps. The thing is, I 


did start writing a play... but I didn't finish it." 


"Why? Is it very difficult?" 


"The old man taught me tirelessly how to do it, so that's not the problem... the problem is 


that the story hasn't ended, at least not from where I drew inspiration to write it." 


"Is it one of the songs from our town? Or perhaps one of the many legends we've heard 


from other countries?" 


"It's ours." He said seriously while looking at Holger. "Since I'm not good at making up 
stories, I used the best story I know, and what's better than that of seven Vikings traveling 


through time, facing various wars, and exploring the world?" 


"It's... it's a very good story." Holger expressed with some surprise in his voice. "Although 


I don't know how much people in this time will like it." 


"It's the best I have, and it's the only thing I can think of for others to notice us." 


"How will a play make them notice us?" 


"Think about it, if those idiots see that their lives have been turned into a play, they will 
surely understand that someone behind the curtains had to come up with the idea to create it, 


and then they will look for that person." 


"I understand... and how much have you written?" 


"I finished it a couple of years ago, but I got stuck at the part where we died in New 
Granada. I can't write about things I haven't experienced. It should be stored on one of the 


shelves in the house." 


"And can you show it to your grandfather?" 


"I think I could try, although I don't know if it will work." 


"Just try, it's the best we have for now." 


"I will do that, but for now, let's go back." Signe said as he got up from the stool and put 


his hat back on. "Those old folks must be wondering where we are." 


"Yes, I think we've talked enough for today." Holger affirmed, getting up and dusting off 


his coat with a few light taps of his palms. "How will we make sure we see each other again?" 


"Don't worry, the old man knows everything about everyone; I'm sure it won't be difficult 


for us to communicate by letter or meet if I ask for your address." 


"That's a relief." 


"By the way, your name in this life is Jonathan Yorkshire, isn't it?" 


"Yes, that's my name and last name. Why do you ask?" 


"I think I'll call you 'Jojo' when we're in front of the old folks." Signe said with a slight 


laugh at the end. 


"Please don't, you're not the first to give me that nickname, and I've never liked being 


called that." 


"Too bad, it's like what William calls his best friend. Isn't it? Jojo?" 


Signe laughed a little more as they both walked towards the main hall to reunite with their 


respective grandparents. 


The party ended, and all the guests returned to their homes. 


Both Signe and Holger told their grandparents that they had become friends and wished 
to see each other again; they were delighted with the news and said they would arrange a get- 


together on one of the upcoming days. 


The next day, Signe talked to his grandfather about what he had promised years ago; upon 
remembering, he showed him the writing he had composed that narrated the story of him and 


his companions throughout the ages. 


Mr. Oswald took some time to read what his grandson had written for him. A few hours 
passed, and Signe patiently waited in the living room. At the end, his grandfather came out 
of his study and looked at him with the most serious expression he had seen in his twenty 


years of life with him. 


"This... needs a good name." Oswald affirmed, holding the manuscript at the level of his 


head. 


London, England, May 21, 1876. 


The tickets had sold out, and people formed mile-long lines to secure seats for the play. 
Posters announcing the performance were everywhere and that night the spectacle that had 


created such a sensation would now be before its audience. 


For a month, the dramatization of the ice warriors who relived different periods of history 
had been on display. The audience was deeply moved by the events depicted, which resulted 
in a deluge of positive reviews and word of mouth from those who had seen it, only serving 


to enhance its fame. 


Because people wanted to meet the mind behind such a captivating story, the author was 


invited to one of the showings. 


That night was no different from the previous ones, with a multitude of people gathered 
in the theater, eagerly waiting for the performance to begin. The summer winds approaching 
amplified the heat in the venue due to the large crowd that had assembled, waiting for the 


doors to open. 


While this was happening, Signe and Holger separated from their grandparents and made 
their way to the back of the theater, where there were fewer people, just a few troublemakers 
trying to sneak a peek of the play without paying by climbing onto the roof or some scalpers 


looking to make a quick buck reselling tickets. 


"Do you really not want to see the play?" Holger asked as he walked alongside Signe. 


"They invited you to see it tonight." 


"I've seen it many times when I attended all those rehearsals a few months ago," Signe 
replied while gazing at the starry sky. "Besides, I remind you that we lived through most of 


what is depicted in the play, well, the majority of it." 


"I heard they made quite a few changes to the story." 


"They're a bunch of prudes. They don't like the blood, the looting, the imprisonments, or 
the wars. It's ironic coming from a country that did all that and more, or at least that's what 


the history books say." 


The young men continued to walk around the area, finding it quieter than the crowded 
front. As they were about to reach the far end of the back area, they both heard the desperate 
voice of a young woman near an alley. Her tone was closer to anger and frustration than fear. 
They approached the scene, keeping enough distance not to attract attention, and overheard 


what the young woman was saying: 


"I know you're lying to me; you always keep a couple of seats for the rich folks. I'm 
telling you to sell me one; I'll pay the rest next month. I've already told you where I live; what 


other guarantee do you need?" 


"Sorry sweetie, I only accept cash," replied the man as he counted the bills in a stack. 


"You don't understand; I need to see this play. I'm sure someone I know worked on it." 


"That's what they all say, 'I know that actor,' 'I used to date the director,' 'that dancer was 


my girlfriend.' I've heard it all before." 


"Please! What do I have to do to get you to sell me just one ticket? The play is about to 


start." 


"T'll tell you something," said the man, tucking the stack of bills away and turning to look 
at the young woman. "We can come to an ‘understanding." He continued, moving closer to 
the young woman. "The play will start in half an hour. What if you give me the money you 


have and pay the rest with what you have under that skirt?" 


The young woman looked at the man with seriousness and a hint of anger. He placed his 
hands near her, almost touching her curly brown hair. As his face drew closer to hers, the 
young woman slipped her left hand into one of her coat pockets, her fingers touching the 


wooden handle of an elongated object. 


"I'll do it quickly so you can arrive when the act begins," the man continued as his body 


moved closer to the young woman. "What do you say? A deal?" 


The young woman firmly gripped the handle of the knife hidden in her coat pocket, ready 
to draw it. However, before she could raise her arm, she felt a hand holding her back, 


preventing her from withdrawing the weapon. 


She was surprised, without even having time to turn around, she noticed the man's hand 
in front of her, held by a young man behind him. The man showed signs of pain and confusion 


as his arm was pulled towards his back. The young man behind him said: 


"It seems that the young lady is not of that sort. And I believe you rather like this arm of 


yours unbroken." 


"Who are you? What do you want?" the man nervously asked. 


"Just a passerby, now go before I break more than just your filthy arm," the young man 


concluded, pushing the man forcefully to the side, making him fall to the ground. 


The man quickly got up and began to run in a panic down the avenue until he disappeared 
at a distant corner. The young woman then turned to the man who had restrained her arm. He 
was a burly man with well-groomed black hair and a stubble beard, and he looked at her 
warmly. He released her after seeing that she was no longer in danger and apologized before 


stepping back a bit. 


"Who are you?" the young woman asked. "I'm grateful, but I think I could have handled 


it on my own." 


"With that attitude, I think I know who you are," Signe affirmed. "You came to see the 


play, didn't you?" 


"Like everyone else. And what do you mean by 'I think I know who you are"?" 


Signe didn't respond but observed the young woman with a mischievous look, removing 
his hat to reveal short white hair that swayed in the warm night breeze. He finished the gesture 


by pointing a finger from his other hand towards his head, hinting at the obvious. 


"Signe?" the young woman with curly hair asked. 


"I suppose you're Hjerdis," Signe responded. 


"Does that mean...," Hjordis turned to look at Holger, "Big guy!" she exclaimed and then 


jumped toward him, embracing him tightly. 


"I'm glad to see you too," Holger said, returning the hug while lifting her a few inches off 


the ground. 


"What are you doing here? Why are you dressed and groomed like that? It looks like a 


bloodhound licked your head." 


"Well, we had to come dressed up more than usual today," he replied, placing a hand on 


his head. 

"Are you here to see the play? Do you know who among us wrote it?" she asked with 
curiosity. 

"The truth is... yes, we know who wrote it," Holger responded with a tone that indicated 


he was trying to contain his laughter. 


"Don't tell me, it was Rune, he's the only one who could come up with something like 


this, or maybe it was the captain, although someone else must have written it for him..." 


"No," Holger said, pointing to where Signe was standing, a smile forming on his face. 


Hjordis turned to look at Signe, who shrugged and met her gaze with confidence. She 


widened her eyes and said: 


"No, it can't be. You? But... How? I thought all you had in that big head of yours was 


snow." 


"Well, this big head came from the wife of a playwright's son," Signe replied, "and he 
helped me get to the theater. Now, what do you say we go watch the play so you can see my 


masterpiece?" 


"Yes, we have a private box," Holger affirmed. "But I'm not sure if they'll let you in 


without a ticket, even if you're our guest." 


"Don't worry about that," Signe then pulled a couple of crumpled tickets from his coat 
pocket. "The man from earlier invited us. How about you two take these seats, and I'll head 


to the box?" 


"You and your sticky fingers," Hjordis said, snatching the tickets from Signe's hand. 
"What do you say big guy? Would you escort this lovely lady to the show?" She finished with 


a tone that mimicked the speech of the bourgeoisie. 


"It would be an honor," Holger replied, extending his arm. 


Hjordis curtsied, holding her skirt with her hands and lifting it while she bent down before 


taking Holger's arm. After this act, the three friends headed towards the theater. 


Once inside, they settled into the seats they had agreed upon and watched the play 
narrating their experiences up to that day, while the audience became excited, laughed, cried, 
and observed without knowing that some of the protagonists were right next to them, and the 


others were not far away, but not for too long... 
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The days went by, and the play continued to be presented in theaters. Its fame had grown 
to such an extent that the people involved were allowed to make modifications to the 
advertising that they hadn't been permitted to do before. For example, Signe requested that 
they put some Viking symbols on the posters that he had seen in a book. The shape of these 
symbols, if read by a true Icelander, would reveal a message that said, "White hair awaits 


you at the fountain near the palace on Saturdays at noon." 


After this change in the posters, people began to arrive in search of the individual who 
had written this curious message and who had sat down to wait at the agreed-upon time near 
the fountain close to Buckingham Palace. On the first Saturday after the posters were altered, 
a man with little clothing, stained with soot and oil, approached the fountain and observed 


the young man with white hair. 


"Karl," he said. 


Signe merely got up and responded with her name before firmly shaking hands with the 


captain. 


On the second Saturday, a group of men with rough expressions walked towards the 
fountain. Among them, one stood out not only for being the shortest but also for appearing 
less aggressive than the rest. He approached the fountain and observed the young man with 


white hair before saying: 


"You must be Signe. Am I correct?" 


"Are you Arvid or Rune?" Signe asked. 


"Rune... by that question, I assume you haven't found Arvid yet." 


"No, but I've found the others," Signe replied, smiling at her companion. "Who are those 


guys with you?" 


"My father's henchmen. He's a mobster, but don't worry, they bark more than they bite. 


What's important is that I found you." 


"That's what matters." 


The two exchanged information to determine where and when to meet again. This 
continued over the next week as the group gathered at a café near the palace, but something 


unexpected happened on the third Saturday. 
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"Can you tell me why you gave it that name?" Rune asked as he sipped his black coffee. 


"I didn't want people to ask about it," Signe affirmed with a sigh. 


"I'm glad you brought it up; I'm curious too," Karl said while devouring a piece of brioche 


bread. "It doesn't bother me, but I think it's not an appropriate name for our story." 


"You should tell them; it might make them laugh," Holger suggested as he cut a piece of 


cake and placed it in his mouth. 


"I know they'll laugh, that's what bothers me," Signe continued, taking a long sip of his 


ginger beer, leaving the glass with a little yellowish foam on the edge. 


"Spill it," Hjordis demanded with a muffin in her mouth. "I hate being left in suspense." 


"When I presented the manuscript to my grandfather, he read it without pause for several 
hours. Upon leaving his study, he looked at me with a very serious face and said the story 
had fascinated him, but it needed a good name. I suggested several, but he said none had the 


‘impact' that great works should have. 


A couple of days later, he hired a historian, and this man suggested that the play should 
have a name related to the Vikings. In researching our culture, he discovered that we had a 


deity who granted eternal life to the gods." 


"Idunn," Rune affirmed. 


"That's the one. I told him she was the goddess of youth, not reincarnation, and suggested 
using the Valkyrie Brunhilde or something like that. But after reading about Idunn, he said it 


would be perfect, and I couldn't convince him otherwise. 


So, he changed the story to say that Karl had been blessed by the goddess Idunn, and by 


eating one of her apples, he could come back to life alongside his comrades in different places 


and times. That's why the group named themselves in honor of the goddess, and it stuck in 


the play." 


"The apple eaters," Karl said. "I thought we were the children of the wolf, although it's 


been many lifetimes since we've been known by that name." 


"In Japan, they called us the Yatagarasu Unit," Holger added. "Agnar liked that name 


because it symbolized the three-legged crow." 


"In New Granada, they only knew us as 'the insurgents,’ such a boring name," Hjordis 


expressed. 


"That's how lead foot called us," Rune affirmed. "In reality, they never gave us a name. 
But going back to the name of the play, that's why they named it 'eplazeturnar.' I suppose if it 


sounds exotic, I like it." 


"T do too; it sounds like a band of raiders," Karl said. 


"Raiders of fruits, maybe," Hjordis added with a laugh at the end. 


The group continued their conversation, laughing, and eating the desserts they ordered in 
the café. The noise they generated caused some of the other diners to look at them with 


disapproval, but aside from that, the atmosphere they created was very lively. 


After spending several minutes in the café, the clock struck noon. Signe got up, left 
payment for what he had eaten, and then made his way to the fountain in front of the palace, 
where he would wait for the last member of his group. His companions had said they would 


keep watch from their positions in case anything happened. 


Signe waited at the fountain, making sure to check the corners and nearby streets for 
anyone who might be watching them from a distance. He knew that his last encounter with 
Arvid had not ended on good terms, so the idea that Arvid might not come to see him directly 


was not out of the question. 


Having only waited a few minutes, Signe heard a young woman running, shouting in 
distress as she got closer and closer to where he was. Behind her were three men who seemed 


to be following her with angry expressions. 


The young woman stumbled just a few feet from the fountain, and one of the men grabbed 
her fiery red hair, lifting her roughly and verbally abusing her while she closed her eyes in 


anguish. 


Signe got up and ran toward the young woman. Before reaching her, one of the three men 


stood in his way and stopped him, saying: 


"Step aside, this is none of your business." 


"Did that girl do something wrong? Why are you treating her like that?" Signe asked, 


trying to get a glimpse of the girl over the man's shoulder. 


"The girl has behaved very badly; she owes us some money, and we just want her to pay 
us. Why don't you leave? Go back to your little house and cover that hair with a hat; you look 


like a senile old man," the man concluded with a mocking laugh. 


Signe's expression suddenly turned more serious, and a few moments after hearing the 
laughter, he clenched his fist and directed it toward the man's jaw. The man let out a cry of 


pain and fell to the ground, shouting obscenities as he covered his face with his hands. 


His companions, who had witnessed the act, abandoned the girl and headed toward where 
Signe was standing. Each of them pulled out a retractable knife from their pants and pointed 


them at the young man. 


"That was stupid," one of them said. 


Signe assumed a fighting stance, with both fists at chin level and his legs firmly apart. 


When one of the men was about to attack him, his arm was seized by a strong grip. He 
turned to see whose hand it was, then his face was struck with such force that he began 


bleeding profusely from his nose and mouth. 


The second man attempted to move, but before he could take a step, a cold metal object 


landed on his neck, causing his body to tense and his breath to stop. 


"If you move, I'll slit your throat like a chicken," Hjordis said, holding the knife. 


The man dropped his knife and raised his hands. Hjerdis removed her knife and 
proceeded to kick the back of his leg, causing him to fall to the ground, where both she and 
Rune kicked him. Meanwhile, Karl dealt several blows to the guy he had attacked with a 


headbutt. 


Observing this, Signe stopped her offensive stance and headed towards the person he had 
hit earlier. Standing beside him, he kicked him several times while expressing with intense 


anger not to mock her hair. 


Once the three men finished, they left the scene with bloodied faces, limping and 


supporting each other to walk away. 


"Annoying, and it's barely noon," Signe said, checking his watch. "Where's Holger?" 


"He stayed to pay for the meal," Rune replied. "Besides, the three of us were more than 


enough." 


"Yeah, this city is getting filled with thugs," Hjordis affirmed. "It's not safe anymore, even 


in a public place." 


"I think you should head back," Signe suggested. "I need to be alone in case you-know- 


who arrives. Isn't that right, captain? ...Captain?" 


Signe gazed at Karl, who was standing in front of the young woman attempting to get up 
from the ground. His expression was unlike any his companions had seen before; it was a 
mix of surprise, fear, and confusion, while the young woman continued to avoid eye contact 


with a gesture as if trying to shield her face from the others. 


"It can't be..." Karl said with much uncertainty. "Arvid?!" 


With these words, everyone's attention focused on the girl lying on the ground, their 


expressions showing surprise and disbelief, much like Karl's a moment before. 


"What are you saying?" Rune asked. "How can this girl be Arvid? I mean... you know, 
Arvid is a guy." 

"I see... the glow," Karl responded. "The same glow I see in all of you, it's upon her." 

The girl remained silent on the ground, her head bowed, while the others bombarded Karl 


with repetitive questions like, "Are you sure?" "Could you be mistaken?" "How is this 


possible?" 


This continued until, desperate for certainty, Hjordis approached the girl, grasped her 
arm, and forcefully lifted her, demanding, "Listen to me, I'll ask you something and I hope 


you answer. Are you Arvid?" 


"I... I..." the girl whispered, uncertain. 


"Don't make me repeat it. Are you, Arvid?" This last sentence was in Icelandic. 


"I...y-yes... 1am Arvid," she responded in the same language. 


Hjerdis stared at the girl for a few seconds with a mix of anger and frustration, then 
released her abruptly, causing her to fall back to the ground. Karl approached and helped her 


up, although she stood on her own, indicating she was okay. 


Shortly after, Holger caught up with them, and they explained what had happened. He 


was as surprised as the others upon learning about Arvid's situation. 


Due to having many questions to ask him, they decided to change to a more private place. 
Therefore, they walked towards a lot near the docks where there were many abandoned 
warehouses. Once there, Karl and Holger opened the door of one of these warehouses and 
told Arvid to enter; the rest followed, and when everyone had entered, they closed the 


entrance again, making sure no one was watching them. 


"What is this place?" Arvid asked, looking inside the warehouse. 


"It's a place that smugglers sometimes use," Rune replied. "It mostly happens at night, so 


for now, there shouldn't be a problem with us staying here for a while." 


"T understand." 


"Now," Hjordis said as she sat on a box and observed Arvid, "I think you owe us an 


explanation." 


"Tl don't know... where to start." 


"How about you start from the last time we saw each other?" Karl suggested. "You know, 


when we were floating in infinite darkness." 


"Yes, I think that's a good start," Arvid said before taking a breath and continuing. "When 
we separated, I thought it would be the same as the other times, that my body would disappear 
and pass through the dark part of the whirlpool to be reborn, but this time was... different. 
My body twisted, and I felt intense pain and a sensation as if some kind of voice was speaking 
directly in my head. When this ended, everything continued as before; I dissolved and moved 


on to the next life. 


"Some time later, I was born in a place that I can only describe as rundown. It was a kind 
of back room full of dust and vermin; I don't know how I survived without getting sick from 
being born there. At first, I thought everything would be as before, but as the days passed, I 
realized that my body was different, the way I went to the bathroom, my hair, even the way 


they treated me was different from past lives. 


"After a few months, I understood that my mother in this life was a prostitute who worked 
in a brothel in the lower sector with other women, and I was her first child. She didn't treat 
me badly, but she was far from being an affectionate mother. When I turned three, they started 
dressing me in clothes that didn't look like boys' clothes of this era, dresses, bows, and that 
sort of thing. That's when I realized that my body was not the same as before; I was no longer 


a man. 


"At five, I learned to speak fluently, and I noticed how they referred to me as 'she.' I 
insisted that I was a boy, but they took it as a joke or that I was simply bored. I refused to 
accept the fact that I had become a girl, but over the years, my behavior stood out too much 
in the lower neighborhoods. I was more aggressive than the rest; I didn't like playing with 


dolls, I wasn't afraid to get dirty or of vermin. In essence, I was like any child from our land. 


"This displeased my mother, who insisted that I should behave well to someday marry a 
wealthy man and get her out of that life she was in. That only increased my desire to rebel. 
Once, when I was eleven, some ruffians wanted to fight me; apparently, the way I dressed 
and the shortness of my hair had convinced them that I was a man. I took them at their word 
and faced them, but the problem was that my body was not as strong or aggressive as it used 
to be. The punches, kicks, and even the thirst for blood diminished so much that I could 


barely defend myself. 


"I returned home with a bruised face, and one of my mother's colleagues helped me heal. 
Besides that, she changed my clothes, gave me women's garments, obviously, and made sure 
to apply makeup to hide the bruises. That was the first time in this life that someone had been 
so kind to me. She also told me that women shouldn't fight; we had another talent, beauty, 
charm, tears; all of these were weapons we used to make our way in the world. Thanks to 


this, I decided to behave like a girl, although deep down, I knew I was still a man. 


"So, my appearance and attitude changed; I wore dresses, took care of my appearance, 
my weight, and my manners, in addition to using the name my mother had given me, Amelia. 
Everything was a bit better after that day; I studied when I could, helped the other women in 


the establishment, and tried not to anger my mother. That was until that day a few years later. 


"About five years had passed; I had already turned sixteen, and I woke up one morning 
screaming and sweating profusely. I felt my entrails twisting as if a tiger were tearing my 


belly from the inside." 


"My mother came into my room and looked at me, at first she thought I had a fever, but 
when she lifted the sheets, she knew exactly what was happening. I had bled for the first time. 


It was something I knew was going to happen sooner or later, I just wasn't prepared for it." 


"She comforted me and told me that I had turned into a woman and that I should be proud 
of it while she hugged me, I had so many feelings in my head that I just didn't know what to 


think." 


"A few days later I returned from shopping for dinner and ran into some men in the place. 
They were threatening my mother for a debt that she had not paid in a long time. I suspected 
that she was doing something strange and borrowing money, but what I didn't know was that 
she had started using opium and that addiction had led her to borrow money from very bad 


people." 


"I wanted to help her, but before I could say a word, she pointed at me and said that they 
could 'settle the debt with me'. The leader of the collectors looked at me curiously, he 


approached and then grabbed me. 


"He... looked at me and asked me how old I was, if I had already been with a man, and if 
I found him attractive... I didn't answer," Arvid continued with a broken voice, "but my 
mother did. She told him my age, that I was a virgin... that she would be happy to help her 
pay her debt and after that his men grabbed me and took me to one of the rooms of the 


brothel." 


"Then...then...he grabbed me by the arms so tightly that I couldn't do anything but 
scream. I remember that at that moment I hoped that something would happen, that one of 
you would miraculously come help me, that all of this was just a dream and that I was still 


floating in the infinite darkness." 


"I remember how I screamed your names, begged for help, I did it in every language I 
knew, but nothing happened. That guy tore my clothes, violently penetrated me, thrusting 
again and again until he got tired. He gave me several punches to make me stop crying, and 
when he finished, he said he would forgive my mother's debt for a little longer, but if I wished, 


I could pay it myself." 


"After that, he left. I stayed there for what I believe were hours, looked at the ceiling, put 
the remaining shreds of my clothes back on, and wiped away the tears. I think I cried so much 
that my body couldn't keep shedding tears. I tried to get up, but I felt too much pain. It was 
very difficult to walk to the bathroom, even more challenging to clean the blood flowing from 


my groin... and other fluids..." 


"When I finished, I went to the hallway; there was my mother, who looked at me with 
sadness and hugged me tightly. She told me through tears that I had done well, that I had 
defended her and that this was normal, that it was our life, and I had to learn to live it. I felt 


like I was dead inside, so I just hugged her weakly." 


"Days passed, and those men returned. Sometimes I managed to escape, other times I 
wasn't so lucky, but they have been following me since then. Every time my mother incurs a 
debt, they come back for me. I think I've become fond of the boss because he doesn't seem 


to care much about money, but rather about women. The last time they took me was in an 


alley last winter. That night, I almost decided to end it all by jumping off a bridge, but then I 
remembered you, the infinite darkness, that maybe this happened for a reason, and I want to 
find out what it is before dying again. I don't know if my next life will be worse than this." 


Arvid concluded, squeezing the fabric of her skirt with her fingers. 


Thus ended Arvid's story. Everyone stared at her with faces expressing various emotions, 


sadness, pain, compassion. 


Holger approached her and gave a tight hug, tearing up and uttering cries of anguish as 
he apologized to his companion. She embraced him and cried with him, reassuring that it 


wasn't his fault. 


The others each had a different reaction to what Arvid had shared. 


Karl looked worried, fingers entwined in his blond hair, pacing back and _ forth, 


murmuring expressions of despair such as, "Oh no," or "It can't be." 


Hjerdis remained seated on the box, one hand covering her mouth, avoiding eye contact 
with others. Disgust and sadness formed on her face as her eyes slowly filled with tears that 


she tried to contain. 


Rune said he didn't feel well and needed to get some fresh air, so he quickly climbed one 


of the stairs leading to the roof. 


Signe walked away in silence and began to kick wildly at some wooden boxes on the 


floor while cursing in Icelandic. 


The group took a few minutes to absorb what they had heard. After about half an hour, 


they all felt ready to hear the rest. Arvid then continued: 


"A few days ago, I saw the message you had posted on the billboards. I knew one of you 
was involved in it when they talked about what the play was about, but I could never see it 
for various reasons, mostly money. When I saw the message, I knew I had to get to that 
source. The problem was that those guys thought I was escaping and chased me. That's when 


I ran into you." 


"We should have cut off their balls," Signe said. 


"Or gouged out their eyes," added Hjerdis. 


"Or both..." Holger said seriously. 


"They're just thugs he assigns tasks to," clarified Arvid. "Only he and his closest 


associates... collect the debts." 


"Then let's cut off his balls, gouge out his eyes, and whatever else we can cut before he 


bleeds out like a freshly gutted fish," Signe suggested. "What did you say his name was?" 


"I don't like saying his name. On the streets, he's known as Donovan the elusive." 


"So, it's settled," Karl said, applauding loudly as he clapped his hands together. "Let's go 
to this Donovan guy, and we'll gouge his eyes, cut his balls, and whatever else we can cut 


before he dies bleeding like a fish." 


"It's not that easy. One of the reasons I haven't been able to escape him is because he 


controls many businesses in the city and has several men watching those who owe him." 


"Is he some kind of mobster?" Rune asked. "My father knows all the local mafia bosses, 


and I've never heard of him." 


"That's because he's not a mobster; he's one of the owners of the railway industries. The 
bastard knows how to cover his tracks, but anyone who knows him knows he's just short of 


becoming a crime lord." 


"So, we can't just go and kill him?" Hjordis asked. 


"Only if you want to die in vain. He's always accompanied by armed men and frequents 


places where he's known. He's very careful when it comes to not getting killed." 


"In that case, we just need a little more force," Signe affirmed. "With a few more men 


and the right weapons, we could surely kill him." 


"I'm telling you it's useless!" Arvid exclaimed. "Don't you understand that you're just 
going to die?" 
"And what?" Karl asked rhetorically. "They kill us, we revive, and repeat. You know how 


this works." 


"Don't you have loved ones in this life? Don't you want to live peacefully in this city? 
Why would you risk so much just for me? ... after how I treated you, after everything I did..." 


Arvid said with a broken voice. 


The five looked at each other for a few brief seconds and then turned to Arvid. 


"I'm just a mechanic," Karl affirmed. "I was practically raised by the workshop owner, 


only because I quickly learned to help him. Until I met the rest, I just lived day by day." 


"I work in a pharmacy," Hjordis continued. "My father is an old geezer who I think is 


going crazy because of mercury. It won't surprise me much." 


"I grew up in a family of mobsters, as I told you," Rune said. "But my father always 
favored my older brother. I'm just a nuisance; he saved me a couple of times when they tried 


to kidnap me, but he raised me with beatings and shouts. I won't be missed much." 


"Holger and I each have a high-society grandfather," Signe said, "but besides them, 
maybe no one else appreciates us. It's true that our lives are comfortable, but we're still 


Vikings at heart. Isn't that right, Holger?" 


"Without a doubt," he replied. 


"Ifa friend is in danger, we rescue him; if he's threatened, we defend him; and if he's been 
harmed, we avenge him. And I think I speak for everyone when I say we want revenge," 
Signe finished the sentence, turning to look at the rest of his companions, who nodded with 


determination. 


Arvid opened her mouth, but the words didn't come out of her red lips. She smiled with 


a bit of anguish before wiping away her tears and standing up from where she was sitting. 


"I suppose the old me would do the same for his comrades," she said. "I think I miss that 


feeling,” she affirmed, looking at her palm as she clenched it into a fist. 


"It's settled then," Signe said as he approached, placing his hand on her shoulder. "Let's 


make that wretch regret being born in the same time and place as us." 


"We'll need weapons," Rune stated. 


"That's true. You want a bow as usual, right?" Signe asked. 


"I can't anymore," Arvid replied. "I'm not capable of using a bow like before. My arms 
aren't strong enough to draw the string. I've tried, but I still haven't adjusted to this body. It's 


as if I lost a part of myself after being reborn," she finished, staring intently at her hands. 


"I... didn't know, sorry," Signe said, drastically changing his tone from excited to a more 


subdued one. 


"It's okay. I guess it's natural. Now, what surprises me more is how well Hjerdis fights." 


"Shut up," she responded. "I think it wasn't just your arms that changed when you were 


reborn." 


Hjerdis stepped back and headed to the door, she opened it struggling a bit until she could 
squeeze her slim body through a narrow opening. Arvid observed this with some confusion 
as Karl looked at her from a distance, smiling and raising his arms in a gesture of 


understanding towards his companion. 


"Do you think you can use another weapon?" Rune asked. "A crossbow, perhaps?" 


"I'm not sure," she replied. "Crossbows are difficult to reload, not to mention slow. 


Besides, I'd still need a lever to draw the string." 


"How about a rifle?" Karl suggested. "In your past life, you assured me you were very 
good with that type of weapon. It took us a long time to learn to use them even with proper 


training." 


"That's true," Signe confirmed. "I've seen those things in this place. They're smaller now 
and don't take as long to reload. Your aim didn't atrophy in this reincarnation, did it? As far 


as I know, a woman's eyes can be as good as a man's." 


"I haven't practiced in a long time," Arvid said, "but I think I can give it a try." 


"Perfect," Karl said. "Let's get what we need and then find where that bastard is." 


"We still have to consider the numbers," Rune said. "We're too few to just go and kill 


them all." 


"Don't worry, I just came up with an idea, and you're going to be the protagonist," Karl 


affirmed, putting his arm around Rune's neck. 


"I'm not... I'm not understanding what you're telling me," Rune expressed with a hint of 


discomfort. 


"Your father is a mobster, right?" Karl asked. 


"Yes... Is that important?" 


"And he'll do whatever it takes to save his poor, defenseless son from danger. Am I right?" 


"Where are you going with this?" 


Karl stared at Rune with an expression of confidence and implication, raising an eyebrow 
and continuing to look at him until Rune opened his eyes in a sign of understanding and 


surprise, then turned his gaze to the floor and simply said: 


"Oh... I get it now..." 


London, England, June 1, 1876. 


The night was warm, as had become customary during these late spring days. The sky 
held a few clouds that veiled the stars on the horizon but posed no threat of rain in the 


upcoming hours. 


On the quiet streets near the railway workshop next to the station, a group of about 
twenty men walked with stern expressions, holding a variety of weapons, from daggers to 


wooden cudgels. 


These men marched as if they were an army, heading towards the grand workshop at the 
end of the street. It was at this moment that they noticed six figures standing side by side, 


blocking their path. 


"Who the hell are you?" one of the men asked angrily. 


"Calm down," Karl said, raising his hands in a gesture of peace. "We didn't come to 


stop you. We know why you're here, and we think we might be able to help." 


"This is none of your business. Leave unless you want to get hurt," another man 


exclaimed, gripping his weapon tightly. 


"You're here for Pip, aren't you? He's your boss's son." 


"What's it to you? Move!" 


Karl then slowly took a piece of paper from his pocket and tossed it toward where the 
men stood. One of them picked it up with uncertainty while the others continued to watch 


the young man with blond hair. 


Upon unfolding the piece of paper, the man who picked it up realized it was a letter, and 


inside it were a pair of cufflinks recently worn by the young man they were searching for. 


"I guess you received a similar letter," Karl said. "We did too, which is why we came to 


rescue our friend, Pip." 


"Our boss received a letter, but it had a pocket watch," one of the men stated. "Both 


items are from master Pip, and he wants us to rescue him." 


"We were thinking of going to rescue him until you arrived. What do you say? We join 


forces? I don't think an extra set of hands... or a dozen in this case would hurt." 


"How do we know you're not lying? We don't even know you." 


"I think they're telling the truth," one of the men said. "I've seen the master Pip leave 


with them a couple of times." 


"Yeah... isn't that white-haired guy the one from the fountain a few days ago?" another 


man asked. 


"Yes, it's him. Just don't mention his hair; the last person who did lost a few fingers. 
Anyway, shall we go rescue our friend?" Karl concluded, clapping his hands and looking at 


the men in front of him. 


"That girl," one of them said, "can she fight, or is she afraid of breaking a nail?" 


The men began to laugh upon hearing this comment. Their laughter abruptly stopped 
when an object was launched from where Hjerdis stood, landing very close to the foot of 
the man who had just spoken. He fell to the ground and stared at the knife that had 


narrowly missed his left foot. 


"Yes darling, I can fight," Hjordis said, approaching to retrieve the knife. "Maybe better 


than you," she added, winking and smiling. 


The men watched Hjerdis in silence as she walked back and stood next to Karl. After 


this, one of them said: 


"Better more than less, right, guys?" 


The others responded with various affirmations, and their leader walked towards Karl, 


extending a hand to shake his. Karl asked: 


"Do you have a plan?" 


"We go in, kill their men, get the boss's son out, and leave," he replied. 


"Sounds good, but our plan might be better than just good. Shall we discuss it?" 


Karl addressed the group of men and began explaining the strategy they had planned. 
They listened for a few minutes, and he clarified any doubts that arose from those who 


asked. At the end, he said: 


"In summary, that's what we'll do. Any other questions?" 


"I have one. Why are those two wearing hoods and covering their faces?" one of the 


men asked pointing to Karl's group. 


"Well, you see, one of them has some really nasty burns, seriously, they're terrible. You 
wouldn't want to see them. The other one is... a bit crazy. If you take off his hood he gets 


the urge to bite ears. Do you want him to bite your ears? I find them very chewable." 


"N... no," the man replied with fear. 


With this, the plan had been explained to the men, so they all headed to the large 
workshop to take their positions and begin the offensive, without knowing what they would 


find once they entered. 
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The three men who stood guard at the back door of the workshop gazed at the night sky 


while smoking cigarettes and exhaling the smoke that dissipated in the dry night air. 


"I'm telling you, that guy was crazy," the one with the cap said. 


"It doesn't matter anymore. Didn't they fire him? You won't see him again," the scar-faced 


man replied. 


"I know, it's just that... the things he said at the bar the other night were the ramblings of 


a lunatic. If only you had listened." 


"What did he say exactly?" 


"Many things, but the worst ones I remember were about killing every single prostitute 


in the city, eating their kidneys, and slitting their throats without the slightest remorse." 


"He was probably just a poor guy who had too much to drink. Did he say anything else?" 


"When he left the bar, I heard him say something else, 'from hell, from hell.' After that, 


he just disappeared into the alleyways." 


"Like I said, a poor guy with alcohol up to his hat." 


"Guys, look over there," the man with the neck tattoo said, pointing to the street in front 


of the workshop. 


Hjordis was standing there, walking back and forth, stumbling as she approached the 


three men. 


"Good evening, gentlemen," she slurred her words as a drunk would. "Such a lovely 


night, don't you think?" 


"Miss, I think you should stay away from this place," the scar-faced man said. 


"What? But I'm lost," she asserted, approaching until she stood in front of the man. "Can't 


you help a lady find her way home?" 


"Well..." 


The man felt Hjordis's hand caressing his face where his scar, filled with stitches, ran 
from his cheek to his nose. While this happened, she pressed her body against the man, letting 
her bosom brush against his chest, her cleavage visible from his perspective. The other two 


men stood there, captivated. 


"I love men with scars," she said. "They look so rugged and strong. Maybe you should 


accompany me home." 


"Well..." 


"Hey, you shouldn't ask him," the man with the cap said. 


"That's right, he's a lazy fat slob," the man with the neck tattoo affirmed. "Come with me, 


I'll take good care of you." 


"Don't interfere, she wants me," the scar-faced man exclaimed. 


"Guys, guys, you don't have to fight over me," Hjordis said. "I think there's enough of me 
for all three, but before that, could you help me find my purse? I think I left it in the alley 


right in front of us." She finished by pointing to the specific location. 


The three men nodded and followed Hjordis to the alley. On the way, each of them 
touched her in a way that made her uncomfortable. The scar-faced man placed his hand on 
her buttocks over her dress; the one with the cap held her curly hair and sniffed it, and the 


man with the neck tattoo wrapped his arm around her neck. 


She continued to smile pleasantly until they entered the dark alley. Once inside, the men 
felt strong arms from behind restraining them by their necks, cutting off their breath and 
preventing them from screaming. Their limbs were also held by another set of strong hands, 
immobilizing their movements. This continued until the three closed their eyes and their 


bodies felt weightless. 


"I don't think they'll be moving for a while, that's if they're still alive," Karl said, releasing 


the man with the neck tattoo. 


"Are you sure?" Holger asked, letting go of the scar-faced man. 


Hjerdis took one of her knives and threw it into the left hand of the man Holger had just 


released, pinning his hand to the ground. 


"I don't think they'll be moving for a while, trust me," she said. 


"I thought we were just going to leave them unconscious," Holger said. 


"He touched my ass; he deserved it." 


"I don't think he had much to touch," Signe said as he released the man with the cap. 


"Shut up, next time you can be the bait." 


"Don't complain; you were the one who wanted to do this. 'T'll seduce them with my 
feminine charms, it'll be easy.' Right?" 
"Anyway, let's go." 


The group left the three men gagged and tied hands and feet at the back of the alley. While 
this was happening, Hjerdis removed her dress and tied her hair into a ponytail. She now 


wore a short-sleeved white shirt, cropped pants to the knee, suspenders, and a brown vest. 


Before leaving the alley, Signe took one of the cigarettes protruding from the coat of one 
of the men, as well as a box of matches that had fallen to the ground. He used the matches to 
light the cigarette and took a drag before joining the others while carrying what appeared to 


be a case for a medium-sized instrument on his back. 


"I thought you had quit smoking," Holger asserted. 


"Only when you don't see me," Signe responded, walking alongside him. "I started again 


after we reunited. Tonight is a special night; let me enjoy it." 


"As you wish. If everything goes well, you should quit." 


"I might. Although things rarely go well for us," he concluded, adjusting the case. 


The group reached the back door, and from there, they observed through the windows 
that looked into the interior of the building. Indeed, the man they were looking for, the 
slippery Donovan, was there. He was conversing with other men about what appeared to be 


a business deal, while his bodyguards stood a few feet away. 


"There he is. What do we do now?" one of Rune's father's men asked. 


"We stick to the plan," Karl said. "Now what we need to do is..." 


Suddenly, a kick forcefully swung open the back door and the loud noise drew the 
attention of everyone, from those of Karl's group, to the man with his leg extended in the 


doorway. 


"Alright, I'll say it just once. Give us Pip, and we won't kill any of you," the man 


exclaimed, holding an axe for chopping wood. 


Karl's group stood up, staring in disbelief at the man who had recently shaken Karl's hand 


and just ruined the entire plan. 


Those inside the workshop went on guard, some with fists raised, and others brandishing 


knives and pistols. Donovan, on his part, positioned himself behind two of them. 


"What are you doing?" Signe asked the man with the axe. 


"Trust me, the master is here; we can finish this quickly," he responded confidently. 


"Who are you people?" Donovan asked. "What did you do to my men? Answer!" 


"Your men are fine; they'll wake up with a headache. Unlike you if you don't give us Pip." 


"Pip? Who is that?" 


"T didn't send that letter," Donovan affirmed with confusion. 


"Well, someone did, someone with your company's seal. So here we are. Are you going 


to give us Pip willingly... or not?" he concluded, gripping the axe with both hands. 


Both sides stared at each other, holding their weapons, and the tension in the air grew 
with each passing second of unbearable silence. Then, one of the men near the table placed 


himself between the two groups, raised his hands, and said: 


"Wait, gentlemen, just a moment. I'm sure we can reach an agreement." 


"Move or we'll shoot you," one of the men outside the workshop snapped, holding a gun. 


"If you allow me, I'll introduce myself. I'm one of Mr. Donovan's partners, I came here 
to clarify certain payment issues. I don't know anything about this Pip you're looking for, so 


if you allow me, my men and I will leave, and we won't..." 


A gunshot rang out, drowning out the man's words. His body slumped to the floor with 


blood gushing from his head, staining the ground red. 


Almost immediately after this, everyone present began to attack one another, punches, 


kicks, gunshots, cuts, bites, it was a chaotic scene that had only just begun. 


Karl entered the workshop and told his companions to follow the rest and not let Donovan 
escape. He then unsheathed his axes and started cutting down the men who attacked him. 
Among the attackers were not only thugs and Donovan's hired bodyguards, but also the 


workshop employees who attacked them with tools like wrenches and hammers. 


Holger charged at some of them, delivering blows that left them knocked out. Some of 


them leaped at him, but he only grabbed and threw them to the ground, incapacitating them. 


Hjordis, now dressed in more comfortable clothes, launched herself at the distracted 


individuals and slashed their throats with her knives. She attacked some in the eyes and 


abdomen, all to make them place their hands on their wounds and fall to the ground, knowing 


they would die. 


Signe began by punching the ones who approached him in the nose. When he saw that 
there were more than he could defeat with her fists alone, he prepared to open the case he 
had with him. Inside, there were two sabers similar to those used in fencing competitions, 
but these did not look as elegant and had an edge that stood out even in the darkness of the 


workshop. 


He firmly gripped the sabers and began to attack with thrusts and cuts that struck precisely 
at the vital organs of his opponents, causing blood to gush from their bodies, making them 


retreat and then die. 


Rune and Arvid went up the stairs and drew their respective weapons. Rune had various 
types of explosives, from small bottles of cheap alcohol with cloth protruding from the mouth 


to bags with fuses filled with gunpowder and other incendiary ingredients. 


Arvid, on the other hand, unholstered two pistols. One was similar to the muskets she had 
used in the New Granada, only smaller, and the second had a more metallic structure, with 


an elongated barrel and a compartment for bullets. 


Both began to attack, watching as some men were sent flying by the explosives, falling 
to the ground with pellets through their bodies, or running in flames due to the alcohol in the 


bottles thrown at them. 


During the confrontation, Arvid noticed that Donovan was not among the enemies. It was 


at that moment that she looked into the distance and saw the figure of a man escaping with a 


briefcase from which papers were flying as he ran. She knew it was him and wouldn't let him 


escape. 


"He's getting away!" Arvid shouted as she got up and ran to the second level of the 


workshop. 


"Wait, Arvid, we don't know who else is over there," Rune exclaimed, trying to get up to 


follow her. 


Arvid didn't listen to her partner; she just kept running after Donovan while reloading her 


long-barreled pistol. 


She walked the second level, trying to get a clearer view of where Donovan had gone. He 


seemed to live up to his nickname, as he knew how to escape from any situation. 


As she walked, she noticed a paper stuck to the sole of her boot, and further ahead, she 
saw a series of paper sheets and some bills that had fallen on the ground. Remembering that 
he had a briefcase from which papers fell, it wasn't difficult for her to deduce that this was a 


trail he had left during his escape, so she followed it. 


As she walked through the hallways, she noticed how the heat increased as she descended 


the stairs leading to the basement. She must be close to the boiler room. 


She continued descending and, in the darkness, she could hear the desperate screams of 


a man near where she could see a reddish glow. Therefore, she ran to that spot. 


Just as she was about to cross the entrance to the boiler room, she felt a sharp blow to her 


left leg, causing her to recoil in pain. She aimed her gun and placed her finger on the trigger, 


then looked at her attacker, who was about half her size. His delicate, dirty face reflected fear, 


and his small hands trembled as he held a soot-covered metal shovel. He was just a child. 


Arvid was stunned to realize who had struck her. The hand loosened its grip on the pistol, 


and she released the trigger, then lowered it as she tried to stand up. 


"Who... What are you doing here?" she asked, filled with confusion. 


"Stay away!" the child exclaimed, struggling to lift the shovel into the air. 


Arvid stepped back a pace and looked up to see Donovan, who was trying to open a door 
with a set of metal keys. She tried to run towards him, but she felt the metallic shovel almost 


hitting her face when the child in front of her waved it. 


Donovan then opened the door and disappeared into the darkness of a room. 


Arvid grew furious and wanted to follow him, but before she realized it, she was 
surrounded by a crowd of children, none of whom could be older than thirteen, each holding 
some sort of tool. Their faces appeared tired and sad, but it seemed like they wouldn't let her 


pass. 


"Children... listen to me, let me pass... that man..." Arvid said with concern. 


They didn't respond, just advanced with their makeshift weapons in hand, looking at her 


with eyes full of fear. 


Arvid didn't know what to do; her mind could only focus on reaching the man and making 
him pay for all the suffering he had caused. She glanced at the children and realized there 
were too many to confront, especially without harming them. She didn't want to harm them 


but felt her time running out. 


At that moment, her mind went blank. She gripped her weapons, poised her fingers on 


the triggers, and was about to draw and aim at the child with the shovel when suddenly... 


"Wow, is this a daycare?" Karl said, grabbing Arvid's hand. 


She released the trigger and turned to see the captain, who was covered in cuts and 


bleeding from his forehead but still smiled before turning to the children. 


"So, the rumors were true," Rune said, walking to Arvid's side. "I heard that scumbag was 
in favor of child exploitation policies, though seeing it with my own eyes makes it all make 


sense." 


"And what more could you expect from scum?" Hjordis asked rhetorically, positioning 


herself next to Rune. 


"First women, then children," Signe said, addressing Karl's left side. "That bastard needs 


a hell of a punishment, just for him." 


"It's truly horrible," Holger added, joining Hjerdis. "I haven't wanted to kill a person as 


much as I have that man in a long time." 


"Guys..." Arvid began, "What do we do?" 


"Stick to the plan," Rune said. "Remember what we were going to do if there were many 


men and that guy was in front of us." 


"Yes... yes, I remember!" 


"Let's do the same, just without striking back. Are you ok with that, friends?" Rune held 


a spherical object with a protruding fuse. 


Everyone responded affirmatively and confidently. Hearing this, Rune lit a match and 
used it to ignite the fuse of the bomb he held, then threw it a few feet above the crowd of 


children, who looked at the object in confusion. 


The bomb exploded in the air, filling the area with smoke, hindering visibility. The 
children felt themselves being pushed aside and began to strike at whoever passed among 


them. 


The group formed a barrier with their bodies to shield Arvid from harm as they walked 
through the children. Meanwhile, blows from various weapons struck their legs, torsos, arms, 
and other parts of their bodies. Arvid could only shield herself with her arms and look ahead 


as her companions endured the pain for her. 


When they reached the other side of the room, they noticed that the door through which 
Donovan had exited was open. Arvid took the opportunity to run towards it. Her companions 
told her not to worry about them; she nodded and then descended the stairs in search of 


Donovan. 


The basement under the boiler room was dark, but the fiery glow from the coal furnaces 
faintly illuminated the place, allowing Arvid to move without stumbling. She walked a few 
feet until she heard footsteps, sounding like someone stepping in the water puddles left by 


the dripping steam pipes. 


Arvid tightly gripped her weapons and moved cautiously, trying to survey her 
surroundings for any sign of Donovan. Soon after, she heard the sound of a gunshot and felt 
her hair flutter from the impact of a pellet. This made her step back and take cover behind 


stacked metal pipes. 


"Who are you? Why did you come for me? What have I done to you?" Donovan shouted 


in the darkness. 


Arvid remained silent, watching over the pipes to locate Donovan. She found his position 
but almost immediately heard another gunshot, which hit a nearby pipe and released steam, 


forcing her to take cover again. 


"Damned fools. You just want to rob me, don't you? I won't let you, I won't let you! Did 


you hear me?" He exclaimed as he finished reloading his gun. 


Arvid heard another shot, this time hitting the pipe above her head, causing her heart to 
race. She tried to take a deep breath while gripping her gun and listening to Donovan's voice 


in the distant basement. 


That's when she noticed the distinct sound of metal dropping to the floor; she assumed 
he had dropped the pellets and was picking them up. This gave her a moment to peek over 


her barricade, aiming both guns towards Donovan's direction. 


She saw him and quickly finished loading her pistol, then aimed at him. Unfortunately 
for him, she not only shot first, but her pellet hit one of the pipes next to where he was 
standing. This caused the steam to shoot out, igniting the right side of his body, and he 
dropped his gun. The second shot went straight to his knee, causing him to collapse and 


scream in pain while uttering curses into the air. 


Arvid seized this opportunity to come out of hiding and approach where Donovan lay. As 
she walked, she reloaded the long-barreled pistol and stopped right in front of him, looking 


at him disdainfully. 


"Wait... wait, I beg you," pleaded Donovan as he held his heavily bleeding knee. "I don't 


know what I did to you, but we can come to an agreement." 


"Agreement?" Arvid asked, crouching down so that Donovan could see her better. "Do 


you think you can give back what you took from me?" 


"That voice... don't tell me you..." 


"I am Amelia. Do you remember me? Do you recall all the things you did to me?" 


"Amelia... yes... I... I'm sorry. I was stupid. I should never have hurt you. I'm sorry." 


"Do you think a 'sorry' is going to fix everything? You raped me, you hurt me, you chased 
me, you made me feel worthless, you made me wish for death!" Arvid exclaimed with a 
broken voice and tears streaming from her eyes. "But now I see that you haven't only hurt 
me, but also all these children. You have them enslaved here, surely you threatened them to 


attack us." 


"Those children are just workers; everyone uses them. We feed them; you know how poor 


some families are..." 


A second shot, this time to the shoulder. Donovan writhed again amid cries of agony. 


"I've met many people, but of all, you are the most wretched scum I've seen so far," she 


affirmed, reloading the gun again. 


"Please... I'll do anything... don't kill me... I don't want to die," Donovan begged amid 


sobs. 


Arvid placed the gun against Donovan's head while looking at him seriously. He could 


only contemplate in silence the barrel of the pistol with tears in his eyes. 


She put her finger on the trigger and took a deep breath. Before shooting, she remembered 
everything she had experienced up to that moment, as if it were the culmination of much 
work. Among those memories, one stood out from all the others, Rosa. Arvid saw in 
Donovan's face the same expression Rosa had when he shot her in his past life. Because of 


this, she couldn't pull the trigger. 


She took a few steps back and thought that perhaps this was something she shouldn't do, 
something that was part of her punishment for her actions in her past life, and that maybe, 
just maybe, if she didn't do the same, she could be forgiven, she could go back to how she 


was before. 


Arvid then turned around and walked towards the stairs. In the distance, she heard 
Donovan thanking her; it was then that she remembered the children who were on the level 


above. 


A third shot, aimed at the knee he still had. Donovan screamed louder than before and 


howled in pain in a way that can only be described as unintelligible. 


Arvid withdrew with a smile on her face as she heard him cursing her in every way he 


knew. 


As she walked, she bumped into a box in the darkness, and in it was the briefcase he had 
been carrying recently. She opened it, and upon seeing the contents, her expression changed 
to one of surprise and disbelief. She closed the briefcase again and took it with her, resuming 


her course towards the stairs. 


As she climbed the steps, she felt an explosion reverberate through the place, almost 
causing her to fall backward. She stood up again and quickly ascended until reaching the 


boiler area. 


Once there, she contemplated the image of her comrades sitting on the floor, all with 
various superficial wounds, bruises, torn clothes, and tired eyes. In front of them were the 
children, now bound hand and foot, futilely attempting to free themselves from their 


restraints. 


"Look who's here," Signe said. "I knew you hadn't rusted as much as you claimed." 


"I hope you made him suffer a lot," Hjordis said. "Containing these kids without attacking 


them was horribly difficult." 


"Yeah, where did you shot him? Eyes or balls?" Karl asked. 


"I... didn't kill him," Arvid replied with a serious look. 


They all exclaimed a very audible "What?!" that made the children behind them stand 


still due to the shock. 


"How come you didn't kill him?" Rune asked disgusted. "We've killed people who were 


worth much more than that scum... Why?" 


"I shot him three times," Arvid replied, "once in each knee. I don't think he'll live much, 


and he won't be able to escape from here." 


"So, you're going to kill him... just not in cold blood," Signe said, somewhat thoughtfully. 


"I think it's... part of the test." 


"Test?" Holger asked. 


"I'll explain later; for now, we have to get out of here. When I was climbing the stairs, I 


heard an explosion. Does anyone know what caused it?" 


"I think it came from upstairs," Rune replied, looking at the ceiling. 


Shortly after saying this, another explosion rang out. This time, the ceiling collapsed, 
apparently due to something falling from a level above. Almost immediately after this, one 
of Rune's father's men descended the stairs from the other end of the boiler room and 


observed the scene in front of him with labored breathing. It was then that he said: 


"We have to get out... fast!" 


"What... what happened?" Rune asked, getting up. 


"Master Pip!... You're here. Hey, guys, come, I found master Pip!" 


The rest of the men came down and ran to where Rune was, carelessly pushing through 


the crowd of children in their way. 


"Master Pip, I'm glad you're alive," the axe man said, checking Rune with his hands on 
his body. "Your father will be very happy. Let's go; there's no time to lose; this place is going 


to explode." 


"Wait... What do you mean it's going to explode?" Rune asked. 


"There's no time to explain. There was an accident up there, and a boiler exploded, then 


another, and I think the others are going to do the same. So, let's go!" 


"No... I'm not leaving without my friends, and we can't leave these kids here either." 


"They're just workers; there are many like them all over the city. Besides, we can't take 


them all; it would take too long. Let's go, or we'll have to take you... by force." 


Rune stood next to Arvid and stared intently at the axe man, who met his gaze with 


seriousness. After a few seconds of this eye contact, Rune said: 


"Well, then you'll have to carry a corpse!" Rune said, placing Arvid's gun against his 


temple. 


The men looked astonished at Rune, who held the weapon with his finger on the trigger 
without taking his eyes off the axe man. The latter took a few steps back and asked him to 


calm down. He then turned to the rest of the men and said: 


"We all leave, or you go without me. Decide now," Rune continued. 


"Okay, we get it... just lower the weapon," the axe man replied. 


"First the children; help us get them outside. I think with two trips, we'll have them all 


out. Quick!" 


The men didn't object; one by one, they headed toward the children and began to carry 
those they could, on their shoulders, with both arms, on their backs, doing their best to lift 


them and take them to the stairs, then to the upper level. 


Seeing this, Rune lowered the gun and handed it to Arvid. She took it and put it back in 
its holster, looking surprised at her companion. She hadn't noticed when he had taken the 


weapon, let alone thought he would be capable of making such a move. 


"Let's go; we ran out of time" Karl ordered, carrying two children on his shoulders and 


running towards the stairs. 


"Pick up the youngest ones first," Holger suggested, carrying four. 


So, each of them began lifting and transporting the children they could carry, taking them 


to the higher level. 


As they moved through the place, Rune noticed that Arvid was only carrying one child 


while in her free hand, she held the briefcase she had found in the basement. 


As they moved through the place, Rune noticed how Arvid carried only one child while 


holding the briefcase he had found in the basement in his free hand. 


"What's that?" Rune asked. "Why don't you let it go and pick up another child?" 


"I think it might be important," she replied. "Besides, I'm not as strong as I used to be." 


"Excuses. I saw Hjordis carrying two under her arms and one on her shoulders." 


Arvid didn't respond; she continued running with her companions until they reached the 


first level. There, they saw what the man with the axe was referring to. 


The boilers had exploded, and coal and steam caused the structure to heat up, with some 
of the timbers catching fire. They all kept running towards the back door and left the children 
on the street outside the workshop. They stopped for a moment to catch their breath and went 
back in. At that moment, they heard a third explosion, louder than the previous two. The door 


began to give way, and the windows were blocked by flaming timbers. 


Seeing this, Holger and Signe hurried to hold the beam blocking the entrance, preventing 
it from being completely blocked. The metal was hot, not enough to burn their hands, but 
enough to make them realize they didn't have much time before the place turned into a giant 


ball of fire. 


"Run!" Holger shouted. 


"Quick, we'll take care of this," Signe said. 


Arvid didn't stop; she left the briefcase next to the rescued child and entered the place 
with the others. They went back down to the boiler area and continued picking up the 


children. At this point, there were none left, so they rushed to get out without looking back. 


Now, it was more challenging to climb the stairs as the flames and damage to the structure 
hindered their movement, especially with the weight they carried. For Karl, it was even 
worse; the corpses scattered in different parts of the workshop from the recent confrontation 
made him feel the cold that accompanied the aftermath of battles. Therefore, his body was 


somewhat numb. 


When they reached the first level, they tried to walk as fast as they could toward the door, 
but fatigue and injuries were too much to go with all their strength. Unfortunately, above 
them, they heard part of the roof structure breaking. Karl yelled for them to move, but it was 


too late; wooden beams fell on Arvid and Hjerdis. 


Karl left the children he was carrying on the floor and ran to the spot, trying to lift the 
timbers. Still, it was impossible due to their immense weight. Witnessing this scene, Holger 


stared at Signe and asked: 


"Did you leave the letter where I told you?" 


Signe stared back at Holger and replied: 


"Yes, on your grandfather's room table." 


"Thanks, now go! I can handle this." 


Holger then lifted the beam with his two arms, placing both legs parallel to them and 
feeling how it gradually burned his arms. Signe noticed the weight reducing and without a 


second thought, he ran to where Karl and the others were. 


Meanwhile, Rune came out with two children and left them with the rest, then went back 
in to pick up the ones Karl had left on the floor. While this was happening, Signe and Karl 
tried to lift the timbers, exerting themselves as much as they could. They managed to free 
some of the weight on Arvid and Hjerdis's bodies. They turned and applied force with their 
arms and legs, flipping one of the timbers and freeing Hjordis. She stood up and helped move 


the one holding Arvid, who emerged carrying the children under her arms. 


Hjordis, wasting no time, picked up the children from the floor and ran towards the door. 
Karl, Signe, and Arvid followed, but then it happened. A fourth explosion shook the place 


again, and before they realized it, one of the supporting beams broke and fell on Karl. 


Both Arvid and Signe watched this scene in disbelief. However, they continued running 
because they realized the captain had died instantly, and there was nothing they could do for 
him. At the door, Rune managed to get the children he was carrying out and ran to the street, 


where he collapsed from exhaustion. 


Holger observed this as the weight of the door structure slowly crushed his body. Before 


Hjordis could cross, it fell on him, sealing the exit and ending his life. 


Hjordis stood there, stunned, staring at the door with labored breathing and tears in her 


eyes, screaming in desperation: 


"No, no!" 


His companions approached and stared at the door blocked by debris. They thought they 
wouldn't be able to get out, that they would die incinerated by the flames without being able 


to save the few remaining children. 


Desperation began to fill their hearts as the fire consumed the place. 


It was then that Signe noticed one of the windows that hadn't collapsed with the door. It 
was covered by burning wooden planks, but nonetheless, he went to it, left the children on 
the floor, took off his coat, and used it to try to mitigate the heat of the flames. He began 
removing the burning planks one by one until he cleared the window, enough for a person to 


pass through. 


"Hjordis, jump!" Signe shouted. 


"What?" she asked, very disoriented. 


"Drop the children and jump now, damn it!" 


Hjordis didn't object, followed the order, left the children on the floor, took a running 
start, and quickly jumped through the window. After this, Signe told Arvid to help by 


throwing the children one by one to the other side. 


It was a difficult task because they had to make sure the bodies fell properly and didn't 


get stuck in the window. 


Hjordis grabbed them and brought them to safety with the others and then returned to 


continue the process. After six throws, Hjordis had placed the last child safely. 


Signe then told Arvid to jump through the window. She tried, but halfway through, she 
felt the window frame collapse on her back, trapping her between the outside and the burning 


workshop. 


Signe tried to lift the structure with bare hands, even though they were burning, and 


cursed while Arvid, with tears in his eyes, tried unsuccessfully to free herself. 


Hjordis heard this and ran to help her companion. 


Arvid looked at her and told her to leave, to save herself, but Hjordis didn't listen. Like 
Signe, she tried to lift the window, ignoring the burns on her hands. It lifted a few inches, and 
for a brief moment, the three of them contemplated the hope of saving themselves. This was 
overshadowed by the blinding glare of the flames and the sound of the explosion that 


engulfed the workshop, instantly incinerating their bodies and ending their lives. 


The men outside covered their eyes and crouched down, trying to protect Rune and the 
children from the fire. Fortunately, the flames did not reach the street, and none of those 


outside were hit by the explosion. 


A few minutes later, the London fire brigade arrived at the scene and helped the survivors 
move to a safer place, all while trying to contain the flames and prevent curious onlookers 


from getting too close. 
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The days passed, and the news appeared in all the newspapers. 'Multiple deaths in railway 


workshop explosion'. This is what Rune read in the hospital while recovering from his 


injuries. 


His men told him what happened after he fainted; he simply thanked them and asked to 
be left alone. A few hours later, another one of his father's men approached carrying a 
briefcase. He recognized this object; it was the same one Arvid had when she left the 
basement. The man informed him that one of the children they had rescued had given it to 
him, asking him to give it to the friend of the young lady who saved him. Then he pointed to 


the young man lying unconscious on the floor. 


Rune thanked him warmly and accepted the briefcase. Upon opening it, he found several 
bundles of bills, as well as many valuable jewels and what seemed to be ownership 
certificates. There were also documents that looked very important, several signed by the late 


Donovan. 


"What do you plan to do with that?" the man asked. 


"I have a couple of ideas," he replied with a faint smile, illuminating his face covered in 


bandages and gauze. 
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The newspapers had a field day with the news published in the days after Rune's release 
from the hospital. First and foremost, they published obituaries for Jonathan Yorkshire and 


his good friend, the young playwright William, the author of 'eplaceturnar'. 


Their grandparents refused to speak to the newspapers, but between them, they knew 
their grandchildren had been heroes. They recounted what they did and why they did it in the 
letters they had left for each, on Jacques’ bedroom table and in Oswald's study. Both mourned 


their losses but felt proud of their grandchildren's sacrifice. 


Another scoop was the anonymously sent documents that revealed the fraudulent 
contracts accepted by the elusive Donovan and the debts he hadn't paid to the families with 


whom he had made agreements. 


As for the children they saved, a letter arrived at the local orphanage, informing the 
administrators that a certain anonymous benefactor wanted to donate a large sum of money 
for the maintenance and expansion of the institution. The condition was to admit all those 
affected by the factory fire and provide them with proper education. Thus, the children found 
a new home in a few days at the now-renamed Orphanage 'S.H.A.H.K,' honoring the names 


of those who sacrificed themselves for them to live. 


Rune, in addition to investing Donovan's money from the briefcase, illegitimately 
claimed his properties using the certificates and sold them. He then used the profits to 
compensate the families Donovan had cheated, including the brothel where Arvid was born. 
After a brief visit to this place, he learned that his friend's mother had died in one of the 
opium dens. However, the woman who had helped him when he was beaten a few years ago 
thanked him with a hug and expressed her joy that Amelia had found friends who cared for 


her. 


With this, Rune ensured that the deaths of his friends were not in vain. Over the ensuing 
months, his body weakened due to infections contracted during the factory battle, along with 
the burns and smoke he had inhaled while exiting the workshop. He died in a hospital bed, 


just about eight months after reuniting with his comrades. 


The nurses who attended to him told his father that, before closing his eyes for the last 
time, his expression was that of someone who died happy and at peace, with a smile on his 


face and no fear in his countenance. 
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The infinite darkness, that's what Rune observed upon opening his eyes once again. In 
that space, he saw his friends again, warmly welcoming him with the language they always 
used to communicate there. Almost all of them looked the same as they did when they had 
died, except for Arvid. His spectral figure resembled the one he had in Iceland, but his clothes 


were the same as those he wore when he died in London. 


As they floated there, Rune recounted what he had done in the months after the fire in the 
workshop, how he exposed Donovan's crimes, the help he provided to the rescued children, 
his investigation into Signe and Holger's grandparents to ensure they had read their letters, 
the well-being of the woman who helped Arvid in his youth, and the deaths of both his mother 


and Donovan. 


Arvid felt a bit happy at the news and apologized for his past behavior during his time in 
the New Granada, as he hadn't had the opportunity to do so properly in his previous life. The 
group agreed that he had suffered enough, and this would serve as a lesson for his 
misbehavior. They then discussed what they should do in their next life, emphasizing the 
importance of reuniting sooner, given the increasingly dangerous times. Additionally, they 
decided that their group name in the language of the country of their rebirth would be 'The 


Apple Eaters’. Signe wasn't pleased with the choice, but his companions convinced him after 


seeing how much the name had appealed to the London audience, so he had no choice but to 


accept. 


Once again, they began to fade into the infinite darkness. Rune, Signe, Karl, Holger, 
Hjerdis, and finally Arvid, that was the order in which they passed through their respective 


whirlpools of bluish-green water, moving towards their next life. 


Brooklyn, New York City, United States, June 15, 2010. 


The young boy walked along the sidewalk, listening to hip-hop music on his headphones 
that completely covered his ears, the supports resting on his blond, smooth hair. He made 


rhythmic dance steps as he walked, holding the straps of his backpack in his hands. 


Around him, trains passed on the rails between buildings, children played in the street in 
light clothing. Some of them were eating ice cream while others glided on the pavement with 


their skateboards. It was a very urban yet pleasant atmosphere. 


The young man arrived at the building, took his keys out of his pocket to open the door, 


entered, and climbed the stairs, greeting his neighbors along the way. 


Mr. Rodriguez, who was arguing with his son about his grades, Mrs. Moretti, who was 
loudly instructing contractors on where to place a couch, Riley, one of his friends in the 
building, whom he greeted with a handshake followed by synchronized palm movements 
before saying goodbye. He told Riley that he liked how he had styled his dreadlocks before 


continuing to the fifth floor. 


Once in front of his apartment, the young boy took out his keys again and opened the 
door. Inside, he closed it carefully and greeted his mother, a middle-aged blonde woman, who 
briefly returned the greeting to continue talking on the phone with a client about a property 


sale. 


He walked into the kitchen where his father was, a somewhat stout man with a graying 


beard. His father was typing rapidly on his laptop. 


"Hi Dad, is the deadline approaching?" the boy asked, opening the fridge and taking out 


a box of chocolate milk. 


"Don't talk to me now son!" his father replied in exasperation. "Inspiration just hit me, 
and the editors are eating me alive with this. Please, just let me finish about twenty more 


pages and then we'll talk." 


"Okay," Karl said. "I just wanted to say hello." 


The young boy retreated and went up to his room, locked the door, and placed his bag on 


his messy bed. He then sat at his desk and turned on his computer. 


There, he checked the emails from his friends and organized the photos from a few weeks 
ago when his class had organized a pool party at their high school, this to celebrate the start 


of summer. 


After a few minutes of leisure, during which he watched some videos and checked online 
shopping deals, he decided to log into MySpace. He wanted to upload the photos he had on 
his computer, as he had planned to do so for days but had always found an excuse to postpone 
it. 

Upon logging in, he noticed a message on his wall, an invitation to join a group. He took 


a sip of chocolate milk while reading the message. 


At that moment, he nearly spat out the liquid onto the computer screen due to the shock. 
He swallowed hard and then coughed several times until he regained his composure and 


could focus on what was written on his screen. 


"xxRune444xx has invited you to join the 'Apple Eaters' group. Do you want to accept 


the invitation? (Accept) (Reject)." 


He stared at the message with a bit of disbelief before muttering to himself: 


"Dude, you must be kidding me." 


He placed his hand on the mouse and clicked the 'Accept' button. 


Brooklyn, New York City, United States, December 8, 2010. 


The young boy with blond hair was impatiently waiting at the train station. The winter 
break had started the day before, and he had planned to meet up with some friends in his city 


to celebrate it. 


As the minutes passed, the young boy got up from his seat and headed to a vending 
machine to get a cola soda. He inserted the coins and pressed the buttons in the order for the 


drink. The can dropped into the slot, and he picked it up. 


While he was opening the can, he heard a train stop in front of him, and from it descended 


many people, filling the already crowded station at that time of the afternoon. 


Among all the passengers, one of them stood out, not so much for his appearance, but for 


the glow that seemed to emanate from his body. 


He ran toward the person and hugged them tightly, lifting them offthe ground. The person 
being hugged was surprised and looked at the young boy hugging them. That smile, that 


blond hair, it was obviously him. 


"Signe, my brother! What a pleasure to finally see you in person," Karl exclaimed. 


"Captain, I'm also glad to see you, but put me down, this is embarrassing," Signe replied 


before being placed back on the ground. 


The two of them stood facing each other, looking the other intently. Karl noticed that 
Signe was dressed for the winter season, with a scarf, gloves, and a hat covering his white 
hair. In addition, he had a backpack on his back, similar to those worn by hikers when 


traveling to the mountains. 


"You came prepared," Karl remarked. "That's good." 


"You're hardly carrying anything. Aren't you cold?" Signe asked. 


"Vikings are born in the cold and die in the cold," Karl replied confidently. "Come, let's 


wait for the others inside." 


The two of them walked to a bench inside the station, where it was warmer due to the 


large number of people and heating systems. 


Karl took out his cell phone and checked his messages to see if any of his friends had 


messaged him. As he swiped the screen, Signe watched him and asked: 


"Is that the new model?" 


"Yes, my parents gave it to me for my birthday," Karl replied. "Isn't it cool?" 


"I'm still using this old thing from two years ago," Signe said, taking his cell phone from 


his jacket pocket. 


"You're still using a physical keyboard? You're living in the past old man; you need to 


catch up." 


"Why are you talking like that?" 


"What do you mean?" 


"You know, in the language of this country and... in the dialect of this country. You sound 


like an old geezer trying to speak like young people." 


"Don't you like it? My friends think it's funny." 


"Maybe they're laughing at you, not with you." 


The two of them continued their conversation for several minutes. Karl drank three cans 
of soda with different flavors, while Signe only ate a turkey sandwich he had brought in his 


backpack. 


A couple of hours passed, and it was almost nightfall when Karl stood up and fixed his 
gaze on a young man who seemed to be lost at the station. He was looking at his phone and 


then lifting his head to check the ticket numbers. 
Karl ran over to him and gave him a strong pat on the back before saying: 
"With your height, you must be Holger." 
The young man turned around, surprised, and looked at Karl. He then said: 
"Captain? Is that you?" 
"And who else, big guy?" 


Karl greeted Holger with a friendly punch in the abdomen, to which Holger asked him to 


stop. They both walked over to where Signe was sitting, and there he shook Holger's hand. 
"How old are you?" Signe asked. 
"Thirteen, I think I mentioned it in the group," Holger replied. "Aren't we all thirteen?" 
"Yes, it's just that... are you five feet with eleven inches tall?" 
"Five feet with seven, my high school friends say puberty hit me like a bullet train." 
"see. 


Another train pulled into the station, and several passengers disembarked. Karl observed 


each of them closely and noticed not one but two figures that stood out, a boy and a girl. 


He ran towards them and grabbed the boy, wrapping his arm around the boy's neck before 


ruffling his dark hair with his fingers. 


"Rune, our adorable brainiac, how I missed you!" 


"Captain, you're messing up my hair, and I've told you not to call me that," Rune said, 


trying to free himself from Karl's grip. 


"And look who we have here," Karl continued, looking at the short red-haired girl. 
"Hjordis, you little rascal, you look adorable, even though those clothes are too baggy for 
you. I suppose the weather has changed your wardrobe, but hey, it's your style." He gave the 


girl a friendly punch on the shoulder. "I'm glad to see you." 


"He's not Hjordis," Rune stated. 


"What?!" 


Karl then examined the girl more closely, who remained silent and massaged the arm he 
had recently hit. Realizing his mistake, he covered his mouth with both hands and proceeded 


to apologize. 


"That's fine," Arvid said. "I think I would have made the same mistake." 


"I wouldn't have," Rune said. "Didn't you see our photos on the website?" 


"I saw your profile pictures, but except for Holger's, they were all of some video game 


character or an animal. I thought just knowing it was you would be more than enough." 


"Oh, Captain... Hjordis has brown hair, Arvid has reddish hair. Now that you know, how 


about helping us with our luggage? These suitcases are heavy." 


Karl picked up Rune's suitcases and walked with him and Arvid until they reached where 
Holger and Signe were sitting. Both greeted their companions warmly. Karl was surprised 


that they had recognized Arvid as soon as they saw her. 
"How was the trip?" Holger asked. 
"Not very good; I still can't get used to flying on an airplane," Rune replied. 


"I find it fun. It's amazing that humans have been able to conquer the sky like birds," 


Signe affirmed. 
"I get motion sickness every time I get on one, but at least it's faster than a boat or a train." 
"What about you, Arvid?" Holger asked. "What's your favorite mode of transportation?" 
"Me? Well, I like vans, especially the big ones." 
"I'd love to have a motorcycle," Karl said. "Maybe a Harley or a Ducati." 


The group continued talking for a few minutes about transportation and other trivial 
matters. They got so distracted that they didn't notice the train that had stopped at the station. 


A girl got off the train, dressed in colorful attire despite wearing a winter outfit. 


She grabbed her suitcases and walked towards the station. There, she looked at the group 
of friends chatting on one of the benches. Seeing this, she picked up the heaviest of her 


suitcases and walked a few steps toward the group. Once there, she exclaimed: 


"Hey big guy, think fast." She threw the suitcase at Holger. 


Holger observed the heavy object heading towards him, and with barely any time to react, 
he stood up from his seat, grabbed the suitcase with both hands, took a step back due to the 


impact's inertia, and managed to stop the heavy object. 


Everyone turned to look at the person who had thrown the suitcase. She was a girl with 
brown hair tied in a side ponytail, wearing dark sunglasses and sporting a wide, cheerful 


smile. 


"I'm glad to see you haven't gone soft," Hjordis said. 


"Hjordis!" Karl exclaimed, standing up from the bench and approaching her, then giving 


her a punch on the shoulder. "You look great, although those boots are so 2009." 


"Don't say anything about my clothes, it's not easy to maintain this style," she replied, 


adjusting her sunglasses. 


"It seems you haven't gone soft either," Karl admitted, rubbing his arm that had been hit. 


"We didn't realize when your train arrived; I thought it was going to be another twenty minutes." 


"There was a rescheduling or something, I don't know, and I don't care. Are we all here 


or not?" 
"Yes, I think we should leave before it gets dark. Did you hear that, guys?" Karl said, 
turning to his companions. "Pack up everything and let's go." 
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They walked several blocks away from the station until they reached a neighborhood, 


this had fewer people than they were used to seeing in the Big Apple. There were several 


stores and studios, but some of them were closed or had very few people inside. 


"I thought New York would be more... bustling," Arvid remarked. 


"And it certainly is," Karl replied, "but many businesses in this area have been bought 
out by some urban redevelopment companies, which is why it's so empty. We'd better make 


the most of it while we can." 


"Where are you taking us, Captain?" Holger asked. 


"Trust me, I know you'll love the place." 


The group stopped talking and focused on following Karl through the quiet streets of the 


neighborhood. 


They stopped at a six-story building that appeared to be abandoned. Karl climbed the 
entrance stairs and pressed the top button on the apartment intercom, quickly pressed the 
buttons from the first to the sixth floor, and held the door handle. The door opened, and an 


opening alert sound was heard for a few seconds before it turned off. 


He opened the door and placed his backpack on the floor to prevent it from closing. He 
told his friends to enter and go up to the sixth floor. They entered the place without thinking 


too much. 


The six of them arrived on the sixth floor of the building, and Karl used a key to open the 


door of the apartment there. 


Inside, the group could see a spacious, unfurnished space with mirrors covering one wall 


and a comfortable-looking wooden floor. 


"What is this place?" Signe asked as he entered the room. 


"My old dance studio," Karl replied. "It closed a few months ago, but the instructor forgot 
to ask for the key back when I closed it for him the last time we met," he said, holding the 


keys near his face with a smile. 


"Dance?" Rune asked. "Do you dance?" 


"Yes, my mom likes it, and my dad doesn't mind, plus it's fun." 


"Whatever, I like it," Hjordis said as she entered the place and dropped her bags on the 


floor. 


The group began to leave their luggage on the wooden floor and closed the door. They 
took out the supplies each had brought for the night: sleeping bags, snacks, a portable stove, 


canned food, soda bottles, and phone chargers. 


Once they had settled in and started cooking some cans of beans with meat and 


vegetables, they had the following conversation: 


"So... how did you guys do it?" Karl asked curiously. 


"I knew you'd ask..." Signe said as he took a sip from a lemon soda bottle. "In my case, I 
took it from my dad's safe and told him I was going on a trip with some friends. I don't think 


he'll notice... either of the two things." 


"Your dad owns a pawn shop, right?" 


"Yeah, it's not bad, but he's a miser who only looks after me for legal reasons. I wouldn't 


be surprised if he kicks me out when I turn eighteen." 


"Okay... what about you, Holger?" 


"I ran some errands for a colleague of my mom's, and I told her I was going to do some 
volunteer work for a few weeks," he replied. "Rune helped me by forging a brochure. Thanks 


again for that." 


"No problem, big guy," Rune replied, making a hand gesture with his pinkie and index 
finger. "I placed a few bets online. It was tough at first, but over time and with the IDs I stole 
from my brother, anything is possible. I told my parents I was going to a school camp, and I 


behave so well that they didn't even ask for proof," he finished with a laugh. 


"What about you, Hjordis?" Holger asked. 


"My father gave me the money as soon as I asked for it, then he told me to take care of 


myself and not to sleep with any man," she replied, devouring a bag of potato chips. 


"Get out of here, seriously?" 


"The guy has plenty of money, plenty of daughters, and has been married four times," she 
continued, chewing on the chips. "He must be used to this kind of thing with my other sisters. 


That works for me." 


"I understand... only you're left, Arvid." 


"Well, my parents are musicians," she replied. "I sold some of the instruments they bought 
me on the internet and never learned to play. As for coming here, I told them I wanted to see 
a concert of a band they really like that's performing next week. I told them I'd stay with a 


friend, and they agreed after I showed them her profile." 


"And who is this friend?" Rune asked. 


"And who else could it be?" Hjerdis asked in a sarcastic tone as she wrapped her arm 


around Arvid's neck. 


"I suspected as much..." 


"You bought the tickets, right?" 


Arvid opened his backpack's zipper and pulled out a pair of tickets in red and black, 
featuring a band's photo. Hjordis grabbed one of the tickets abruptly and looked at it with 


excitement on her face. 


"Good, very good! In just three days, I'll get to see my beloved Landers and hear his 


beautiful guitar destroy the stage." 


"You seem more excited than the person who bought you the tickets," Rune remarked. 


"But of course! I've been wanting to hear them for a long time. Plus, these are tickets with 


backstage passes. I'll almost be able to savor my beloved Paul." 


"My beloved Paul," Signe said, mimicking his friend's way of speaking. "You sound like 


a child." 


"We're thirteen, idiot. Besides, I can't help it. He's handsome, talented, and manly. Arvid, 


don't you think he's handsome?" 


"I don't like men," Arvid responded seriously. 


"Oh... but you can still recognize that he's handsome. Anyway, this Saturday will be a 


girls' night, and a very noisy one. I hope you bring your camera." 


"My parents asked for photos, so I'm obligated. Just don't do too many crazy things. I 


don't want them to think you're a bad influence." 


"You know I'm not." 


The boys did their best to contain their laughter upon hearing these words from Hjerdis. 
Signe even nearly sprayed the soda he was drinking through his nose due to her friend's 


surprising declaration. 


Minutes passed, and the group had a dinner of garlic bread with the beans they had 


prepared on the portable stove. At the end, Signe said: 


"Alright, I want to ask you something. Did you bring yours? Because I did." 


"I'd feel naked without mine," Hjordis replied. 


"I mainly fight with my fists, so I only got an attachment," Holger said. 


"I, as always, bought what's necessary for whatever comes up," Rune said. "Anyway, 


these days everyone uses firearms." 


"I got a couple of those, although I couldn't bring them with me," Arvid confirmed. 


"Really? How?" 


"I visited an uncle; he has a lot in his basement. I just took two of the smaller ones." 


"Let me guess, he's from Texas?" 


"Yeah..." 


"I knew it. Where I come from, there are many like him who collect weapons." 


"What about you, Captain?" Signe asked. 


"I've got them here," Karl replied, holding two black metal axes with fiberglass handles. 


After saying this, everyone began searching in their respective luggage and took out the 
weapons each had brought. Signe had a couple of stainless steel machetes, Holger two silver 
brass knuckles, Hjordis a pair of seemingly military-designed knives, and finally, Rune had 


a waterproof bag with various implements inside. 


"What do you have there?" Holger asked. 


"Gunpowder, PVC pipes, piano wires, digital watches, copper cables, duct tape, a bag of 


flour, lighters, and a slingshot," Rune replied. 


"...and they let you bring all that on the plane?" Arvid asked. 


"Of course not, if it were still the 2000, maybe. I bought this in different stores before 


getting on the train. How did you guys get your weapons through the airport?" 


"I bought mine at Walmart," Karl replied. 


"Me too," Signe added. 


"Priority shipping online," Hjordis answered. 


"I took mine from a guy who was trying to mug someone when I was coming here," 


Holger said. 


"I don't believe you big guy. Did you really do that?" 


"I swear, the other guy even gave me his phone number and said if I needed anything, 


just ask. What about you, Arvid? Will you be okay without a weapon?" 


"I think I can manage without them for now." 


They continued chatting until the hours passed, and the night had advanced to the point 
where through the window, they could see the thousands of city lights replacing the stars in 


the sky, now hidden by the light pollution from streetlights. 


"So, what's next after this?" Rune asked. 


"Well... Hjordis and Arvid will go to the concert at Madison Square Garden on Saturday," 


Karl replied, "after that, we'll see which places we visit, and..." 


"I'm not talking about that." 


"What? What do you mean then?" 


"What are we going to do in this life? It's the first time we've met so quickly and in such 
good conditions. I think we should take advantage of it. This era is full of many possibilities, 


so many that I can't help but get excited." 


"We're still very young," Holger said. "I think for now, we can relax a bit." 


"I agree with Holger," Arvid added. "From what I understand, at sixteen, we can start 


doing some things, and it's not until eighteen that we are considered adults." 


"Damn, we're not even allowed to drink until twenty-one," Signe exclaimed. "I don't think 


I'm going to wait eight years to have a beer or smoke a cigarette." 


"Don't worry," Hjordis said, "with the right friends, you can get that and more, of course, 


if the cops don't catch you first." 


"How about... we first focus on not doing so bad in school, making friends, having some 


fun, and then we can see what to do with our lives?" Karl suggested. 


"That's strange coming from you," Rune affirmed. "You're the one who always goes here 


and there looking for something to entertain yourself or some place to explore." 


"Yes, but that was before. In those days, we didn't know how big the world was or what 
kind of places and people were in it. Now I know there are so many people and a lot of 
interesting places. I don't mind waiting a bit to see them in the right way. What do you guys 


say?" 


"To be honest, for now, we're fine," Signe said. "I think it wouldn't hurt to live 


comfortably for a couple of years." 


"True," Arvid said. "Besides, we don't know how long peace will last in this country. We 


better make the most of it while we can." 


"I guess I can wait a bit," Rune affirmed. "Maybe I'll see if I can get into college. There 


are a few majors that interest me." 


"Well, it's decided," Karl said, pouring himself some cola into a plastic cup. "How about 


a toast? I know it's not liquor, but it'll do for now." 


The others smiled as they filled their glasses with drinks of various flavors, then clinked 
them together. After the meeting, the group gathered the wrappers and cups left from dinner 
and placed them in a plastic bag. The next step was to unfold their sleeping bags and prepare 


to sleep. 


The rest of the night passed calmly, with them sleeping in the abandoned ballroom while 
resting enveloped in each other's warmth. It had been a long time since they had spent such 


a peaceful night, not since many lives ago. 


Denver, Colorado, United States, June 15, 2016. 


Hjordis was sitting in the reception of the condo, waiting on the couch in front of the 
counter. She was looking at her cell phone for deals on various online shopping pages while 


playing with her hair tie, trying to kill time. 


At one point, she heard a taxi stop in front of the reception area. She saw the young man 
with white hair getting out of the vehicle. He appeared to be in a bad mood, perhaps due to 


the trip or the intense summer heat, she wasn't sure. 


The young man reached the reception area and looked around until his gaze settled on 


Hjordis. He walked over and dropped the suitcases he was carrying on the floor. 


"Hello, Signe," Hjordis greeted him with a smile. 


"Hi," he replied. 


"How was the trip?" 


"Horrible, airlines are getting worse and worse." 
oy) 


"You didn't like first class?" Hjordis asked, getting up from the reception couch. 


"The flight itself was fine. It was the airport, queues, delays, security checks. I almost 


knocked out one of the guards." 


They both picked up the luggage and walked toward one of the buildings behind the main 


pool. After arriving there, they called the elevator and waited. 


"I guess you were right," Hjerdis said. 


"About what?" Signe asked. 


"About your father. I mean, it was at nineteen, not quite what you said, but you were 


close." 


"I expected it. At least it gave me time to prepare," Signe said with a nonchalant tone. 


"But that doesn't matter now." 


The elevator arrived on the ground floor, and both of them entered, pressing the button 


for the sixth floor before waiting inside as it ascended. 


"By the way," Signe said, "I think I should thank you." 


"It's not necessary," Hjordis replied. "Consider it a payment for all the times I teased you 


about your hair. To be honest, you might not be so grateful in a few minutes." 


"Why do you say that?" 


Hjerdis didn't respond. She simply left the elevator once its doors opened on the sixth 


floor. There, she ran to one of the doors and quickly took the key out of her shorts pocket. 


Signe retrieved his luggage from the elevator and quickly walked up to Hjerdis, who 


opened the door and told him to enter the dark apartment. 


Inside, Signe tried to find the light switch because he couldn't see anything with the 
curtains drawn and the lights off. After a few seconds, he found it and turned it on. The next 
thing he heard were some faint explosions, confetti in the air, and streamers falling onto his 


head. 


In front of him were the rest of his friends, who greeted him by saying, "Surprise!" as 


they held various party supplies. 


"Sorry," Hjordis said, "it was their idea. I wanted us all to meet you in the reception." 


"Yeah, sure," Signe said, removing the streamers from his hair. 


The others helped him settle his luggage while Hjordis showed Signe the inside of her 
apartment. It was quite spacious, with four bedrooms, two bathrooms, a shower with a 


jacuzzi, and a kitchen with two sets of stoves. 


At the end of the tour, Hjordis showed Signe the room where he would be staying, a 
medium-sized bedroom with a bed large enough for two people, a window with a view of the 


condo's interior, and a flat-screen TV. 
Upon seeing this, Signe asked: 
"Is your father a trafficker or something like that?" 


"Not at all, he's one of those suited guys who do business with energy companies or 
something," Hjordis replied. "Just make yourself comfortable. We want to tell you something 
important during dinner, so take a shower, change, and get your things sorted. You smell 


worse than usual." She ended her sentence by draping a towel over Signe's shoulder. 


Signe closed the door and started unpacking, leaving some of his clothes in the drawers 
and hanging the rest in the wardrobe near the window. Afterward, he collapsed backward 


onto the bed and stared at the cream-colored ceiling, eventually drifting off to sleep. 
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Hours passed, and, as Hjordis had suggested, Signe took a cold shower for several 


minutes, making sure to thoroughly lather up and wash his hair with one of the various 


shampoos his friends had left for him in the bathroom. 


Once finished, he dressed in the clothes he had laid out, choosing a casual outfit of a dark 
green button-down shirt and khaki shorts with brown sandals. He left his room at around six 
in the evening and found his friends in the kitchen, each of them helping prepare dinner. 
Hjerdis was chopping vegetables, Karl was marinating the meat, Rune was preparing the 
sauce, Holger was peeling potatoes, and Arvid was cooking what was ready to be put in the 


metal pots. 


Signe offered to help, but they told him they were almost done and suggested he watch 
TV in the meantime. They asked him to find a good movie on the video-on-demand service 


they had available. 


He agreed and sat on the couch in front of the television, using the remote control to 


navigate a digital platform with red lettering. 


A few minutes later, Arvid told Signe to sit at the table because they were going to eat. 
Signe left a movie playing that he had chosen without watching and joined the others at the 


table. 


They served goulash, and everyone had a plate of wine-colored meat with sautéed 
vegetables and potatoes. The foamy beer was poured into large cylindrical glasses, causing 


the ice to float and the foam to overflow. 


With everyone seated, they clasped hands, fingers intertwined, and said, "Thanks for the 


meal," before proceeding to eat. 


"What's this?" Signe asked, holding a piece of meat on his fork. 


"Goulash," Karl answered. "It's European; I saw the recipe on the internet a couple of 


days ago. Do you like it?" 


Signe put the meat in his mouth, chewed, and said: 


"It's not bad, but I think it could use some rosemary." 


"Rosemary!" Karl exclaimed, snapping his fingers. "That's what the sauce was missing. 


Rosemary, rosemary." 


"This is something I really wanted to taste," Signe said, lifting his glass and taking a sip 


of the contents. "A nice cold beer." 


"Haven't you had one before?" Rune asked, then took a bite of a potato. 


"Once or twice after turning sixteen, but it's not the same as stealing a can than having 


one in a dry station with good friends." 


"You're making me blush," Hjordis stated, wiping her mouth with a napkin. 


"As if you could," Signe responded, lowering his glass. "I want to ask you something. 


What was the first thing you did when you turned eighteen?" 


"I bought a shotgun," Karl replied. "I wanted to buy a handgun, but it seems I have to 


wait another two years." 


"I got a credit card," Holger said. "I haven't used it much, but it's quite handy." 


"I got an implant," Hjordis said. 


"Where?" Signe asked, curiously looking her up and down. "Everything about you looks 


natural." 


"Under the arm, idiot," she said, raising her left arm and pointing with her index finger. 


"It's for not having children." 


"Wow... I didn't know you could do that... technology has come a long way in this era," 


Signe remarked thoughtfully. 


"That's right," Rune added. "One of the things I was most relieved about was not having 
to lie about my age to get into adult sites." He ended his comment with a slight chuckle, 


which was echoed by his companions. 


"It was worse for me," Arvid said. "My parents thought I was a lesbian or something 
when they found magazines with naked girls in my room. If only they knew the truth..." She 


drank from her glass. 


"You're all pigs," Hjordis affirmed. "It's all you have on your minds." 


"Don't play innocent," Karl said. "I'm sure you had to look up something on the internet 


to 'entertain' yourself from time to time." 


"Not... as much as you all," she continued, sipping her beer. "But let's just say I watched 
some stories with male-on-male love scenes more than a few times." She finished with a 


slightly flushed face. 


Her friends let out a surprised exclamation while she remained quiet, smiling. 


The group continued eating and, after a few minutes, they finished their meal. The dishes 


were practically empty and they ran out of beer, leading the conversation to continue. 


"My question is this," Karl said. "Which one of you has found a partner?" 


Silence fell over the place, and everyone stared at Karl with confused expressions. After 


a few seconds of this awkward atmosphere, Rune asked: 


"Why are you asking that now?" 


"I don't know, maybe it's the beer, but I got curious about your love conquests. It's easier 


these days, you know." 


"You're right," Hjordis replied. "Have you seen that Tinder app? It's fantastic, plenty of 


handsome guys to choose from." 


"Maybe for you," Rune affirmed. "For guys it's more difficult, I suppose that's normal." 


"Now that you mention it, last year I had something like a relationship," Arvid said. "But 


it didn't go beyond a peck on the cheek." 


"Was it with a guy?" Hjordis asked, very excited. 


"No, it was with a girl, and that's why it didn't work. She said I was a 'tomboy," Arvid 


concluded in a dejected tone. 


"I see... What about you, big guy?" 


"I... don't want to talk about it," Holger replied. 


"Of course not," Karl said with a laugh. 


"Captain, are you hiding something from us?" Hjordis asked. 


"The big guy is too modest." 


"Captain, please," Holger pleaded. 


"He asked me for advice on how to accept a girl's confession, then on how to act on a 
date, then it was about buying condoms, what kind of motels to choose, and finally what to 
do if she cried because he didn't reciprocate her feelings. And he did it at least six times, all 


in that same order." 


Those sitting at the table watched in confusion as Holger covered his face with his hands, 
while Karl just smiled, and the others remained both absorbed and surprised by this 
revelation. Signe even let out a high-pitched whistle when thinking about her companion's 


qualities. 


"Wait a moment," Arvid expressed doubtfully. "Was that when you were in high school? 


You know, with teenagers?" 


"Of course not," Holger replied. "It was during the last few months. I'm not attracted to 
those who are too young, and I don't think it's right. I mean, I'm much older than them if you 


think about it." 
"And you're right," Signe replied. "Anyway, girls are boring." 
"How did it go for you, Signe?" Karl asked. 


"As I said, girls are the worst, especially teenagers," he affirmed, looking away. "They 
say they like your 'defiant and rough’ attitude, but then they want to change you and turn you 
into a puppet and train you. Most of the ones I've met have been like that or they're very shy. 


I don't like shy girls; I want a warrior who doesn't break easily." 
"A Valkyrie, perhaps?" Arvid asked. 


"Don't exaggerate, but if a woman could stand up to me in a fight, I'd be very impressed. 


Maybe even excited." 
"Ah... you like masochism," Hjerdis insinuated with a laugh at the end. 


"What about you? I guess since your dad is loaded, the guys must have fought over you." 


"At first, it was like that, but then they'd say they wanted me as their girlfriend and that 
they'd marry me when we grew up and blah, blah, blah. I don't want that. I was married once, 


and I don't think I'm ready for a serious relationship right now." 
"So, how many were there?" Rune asked. 


"I stopped counting after ten; I didn't have enough fingers anyway. One thing I had to 


learn the hard way was how to use contraceptives; that's something I won't forget." 


The guys made an impressed gesture similar to the one they directed at Holger, only in a 


quieter tone, as if they weren't overly surprised. 


"Captain, you've asked us a lot, but you haven't said anything yourself," Arvid asserted. 


"How about you tell us a bit about your love life?" 


The others seconded their companion's motion, and they asked Karl to respond, which he 


agreed to after seeing his friends' insistence. 
"All right. You see, I haven't done much in that department." 
"What? I don't believe you," Signe said. 


"It's true," Hjordis said, "you don't look bad at all, and you have charisma. You lack a bit 


of money and responsibility, but I've seen worse with a girl on each arm." 
"Yeah," Rune affirmed, "don't you know how to flirt in this era?" 


"It's not that, it's just that I haven't found any girl I like," Karl replied shyly. "You know 
I'm a hopeless romantic. In this era, girls only want sex and fun. I have nothing against that, 


but I prefer a girl I can go on a date with and fall in love, someone interesting in her thoughts 


and actions, someone who can shake my world. Something like what you want, Signe, except 


she defeats me in passion, not on the battlefield." 
"Wow, Captain, I didn't know you were so passionate," Signe said with a smile. 
"What can I say, I'm someone who likes to dream." 


The conversation continued a bit more as twilight turned into night. By this time, 
everyone had cleaned the table and helped wash the dishes and glasses they had used. 
Afterward, the group sat on the couch and continued watching the movie Signe had put on, 


which had automatically paused due to no interaction from any of them with the device. 


"I can't believe you picked this," Hjordis stated. "I watched it with my sisters when I was 


like seven." 


"I just chose the first thing I saw before going to the table," Signe replied in an attempt 


to justify his decision. "The girl on the cover looked nice." 


"The Princess Diaries, really? I didn't know you liked those kinds of movies," Rune said, 


mocking his friend. 
"Shut up. If you don't like it, let's just change it." 
"No, wait," Holger said, "I'm already interested. Let's see how it ends." 
"Yeah, just look at what Paolo did to that girl," Karl affirmed. "That guy has style." 


While the movie continued playing, the group drank some beers and enjoyed assorted 


snacks in a bowl. Near the end of the movie, Signe asked Karl: 


"By the way, what was that important thing you wanted to tell me?" 


"Oh, I almost forgot," Karl replied, turning to look at her intently. "We're thinking of 


returning to the game." 


"Returning to the game? What do you mean by that?" 


"To the battlefield, to the fights, to battling strong enemies for substantial rewards and 


savoring the glory of victory." 


"I thought we agreed that every time we do that, we end up dead. What happened to 
‘enjoying the peace while we can'? Have you forgotten that night in the dance studio six years 


ago?" 


"How could I forget," Hjordis said, "especially when the Saturday that followed, Arvid 


and I had the best night of our lives." 


"Maybe yours," Arvid affirmed. "I had to get you off that guitarist because you kept 


insisting he give you a lock of his hair or kiss you with tongue." 


"Don't blame me; I was a teenager with hormones through the roof." 


"Anyway," Signe exclaimed, "why do you want to go back to the battlefield?" 


"For my part, because I'm bored," Karl replied very seriously. "I haven't been able to 
travel the world as I wanted, and the dance and martial arts classes I've taken haven't satisfied 
my hunger to learn new things and meet interesting people. It's just not the same. The others 


have their reasons." 


"Really? What are yours?" Signe asked, addressing the other four. 


"Boredom, just like the captain," Hjordis responded. "I'm tired of luxuries, handsome 


guys, and parties. I want some action." 


"I want to have fun with you guys," Holger replied. "It's true that we've had a lot of bad 
things happen to us, but on the battlefield is where I'm good and where I feel most connected 
to you all. And if I can help those in need along the way, it's good for everyone, at least I 


think so." 


"Money," Rune said bluntly. "I wanted to study a microbiology career, but I couldn't get 


a scholarship because they only had space for minorities, and the money isn't enough." 


"Couldn't you ask Hjordis for it?" Signe questioned. 


"My father monitors everything I spend," she replied. "If it's not for my own enjoyment, 


he doesn't accept it. He may be a doting father, but he only spoils his daughters." 


"I understand... What about you, Arvid?" 


"You're going to laugh," she replied. 


"Probably. Alright, spill it," Signe said. 


Arvid let out a slight sigh and looked at his hand before saying: 


"I want to feel like a man again." 


"...ok... that's... not that weird," Signe affirmed in a monotone voice. 


"Really? I thought you'd say something like, ‘get the surgery, bro' or 'it's what's on the 


inside that matters,"" Arvid replied. 


"I wouldn't... well, maybe I would have thought that, but I can understand that feeling." 


"Now that you mention it, have you considered getting surgery?" Karl asked. "In this era, 


they can operate on anything," he emphasized the last word. 


"I've tried, but there are always events that prevent me from consulting with a specialist. 
The clinic burns down, the surgeon is hospitalized, the car I'm going to the appointment in 
gets into an accident and my father gets into a fight with the other driver, and they get arrested. 


Anyway, I think it's part of the test." 


"You're mentioning that again, what do you mean by 'the test'?" Hjordis asked. 


"I think this is some kind of punishment, and I have to overcome it in a specific way if I 
want to go back to how I was before. That's why I can't take shortcuts or 'cheat.' I still don't 
know how it works, but something in me tells me that there is an answer, I just have to 


discover it along the way." 


"Now that you mention it, that might make sense," Rune affirmed. "Remember the last 
time we were in the infinite darkness? Your spectral form was the same as it was in Iceland; 


that had never happened before." 


"What are you implying?" 


"Your soul might have a 'flaw' because of what you did in your past lives, and if it has a 


flaw, it can be changed, polished, extracted. We just have to find the way." 


"I hope that's the case," Arvid said, squeezing his pants with his fingers. 


"Since everyone insists," Signe said, "I guess I can't just stand by and watch them get 


slaughtered." 


"Does that mean you accept?" Karl asked. 


"Of course. Although I have another question." 


"Just say it." 


"What do you have planned? From the look you had throughout the whole conversation, 


I assume you already have something up your sleeve, something very much your style." 


Karl just smiled confidently and said he would explain everything to everyone in more 


detail in the morning, as he was very sleepy, and it was best for everyone to go to bed. 


And so they did. They turned off the TV, and each went to their respective rooms. Karl 
and Rune shared one, the same for Holger and Hjerdis. Arvid slept on a sofa bed in the main 


hall, and Signe went to his room and played on his phone before eventually falling asleep. 
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The next morning, the group had breakfast at the table. Some prepared eggs with 
toasted bread, while others opted for cereal with orange juice. After finishing the first meal 
of the day, Karl told them about winning a Krav Maga competition less than a year ago 
after graduating. One of the attendees was impressed by his unique fighting style and asked 
if he would consider taking an exam for an unofficial army contract. Karl didn't pay much 


attention, but he accepted the recruiter's card. 


Upon investigation, he realized the recruiter sought people with talent in firearms and 
combat, recruiting them as defense for the wealthy who wanted bodyguards that wouldn't 
ask questions. In return, he took a percentage of their contract agreements. Karl explained 
that, depending on their performance in the tests, they could choose what type of defense to 
provide, such as bodyguards for a complex, freelancers for a nation in conflict, or even 
assault teams for missions too difficult for high-ranking military personnel. All of this, of 


course, outside official records. 


"Basically mercenaries," Rune remarked. 


Indeed, they would become mercenaries, but the good news was that it would give them 
the freedom to choose whom to fight for and under what conditions. No stupid orders, no 


dying for a nation that wouldn't remember them; everything would be on their terms. 


After discussing it for a while, the group agreed to give this recruiter a chance and see if 


it suited them. 
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A few days after the meeting, Karl contacted the recruiter. He said he wanted to take the 
exam with some trusted companions. Initially skeptical, the man accepted Karl's request 


with some intrigue after hearing he wouldn't be disappointed with the results. 


The group was taken in a convoy to the exam location, blindfolded for what felt like 
hours until the vehicle stopped. There, they were led to a space where the blindfolds were 
removed, revealing a field filled with grass and mud, resembling a soccer field but with 


trenches, barbed wire, and various military training obstacles. 


They stood alongside a dozen men with scars, tattoos, and rugged expressions, all lined 
up in front of the field. One of the men from their convoy walked to the center of the 


formation and said: 


"Everyone is here because they want to be part of something bigger. You want to offer 
your services for more than just a flag and risk your bodies for a better life. I understand 


that; I was a soldier, but I didn't like exposing my flesh to bullets for just a pension. 


Now, you'll show me if you have what it takes to enter this line of work. The rules are 


simple. Take a uniform and a backpack; you must carry it with you all the time and reach 


the other side of the field. If you lose it, it breaks, or you arrive without it, you're 


disqualified. 


You can use any weapon available here; rifles only have paint ammunition, so aside 
from your eyes, you don't have to worry about lethal injuries. If you hit your examiners in a 


vital area, they will stop, and you can continue without fear of retaliation. 


Beyond that, no weapon is prohibited, knives, fists, you can use whatever you want. 
Our examiners will fight with you, and if any of them marks you with paint on any part 


above the neck, you're disqualified. 


You can act individually or in groups; it doesn't matter, but the more people, the more 


examiners will pursue you." 


"You have half an hour to reach the other side, it's only mile and a quarter, so there 
shouldn't be any problem. Any questions?" he concluded his speech, looking at the 


candidates in front of him. 


"I have one," Karl said, raising his hand. 


"Yes, the blonde-haired damsel." 


"Can we choose any weapon from the place, is that correct?" 


"Indeed." 


"Oh, here we go again," Rune muttered under his breath. 


"What about that shed next to those dormitories? Can we get weapons from there?" 


"Do you want to use a hammer or a broom?" the man from the convoy asked in a 


sarcastic tone before bursting into laughter, triggering laughter from everyone except Karl's 
group. 

"Is that a'no'?" 

"Do whatever you want, rookie. You're the one who's going to lose." 

"T'll try not to disappoint you." 


"Any other questions?" The man looked at the rest, and not hearing a response, 
continued. "Alright, you will go to the dormitories and find a uniform in your size. I see 
two young ladies with us today; I hope they don't mind changing with the other men in the 


same room. We don't discriminate here," he finished, standing in front of Hjordis. 


"It won't be a problem, handsome," she replied. "Right, friend?" 


"Not at all," Arvid replied confidently. 


The man left, and the others were led to the dormitory, where they found two piles of 
military uniforms of various sizes, one very large for men and a smaller one for women. 


Everyone chose one that fit them and proceeded to change. 


The dozen men stripped off their clothes and put on the uniform, while Karl's group 
stood in front of one of the bunk beds. They held up a tarp to block the view inside the bed 
where the girls were changing. The others watched intrigued but only smiled with mocking 


expressions. 


Once Hjerdis and Arvid had put on the uniform, the rest did the same. They then went 


outside to choose weapons for the test. 


For Arvid, it was easy; he simply took one of the paintball rifles that the others used. 
Holger wrapped his hands with some bandages he found in one of the lockers, Signe took a 
pair of machetes from the shed, Hjordis took two military knives from one of the trunks 
next to the rifles, Karl grabbed two large woodcutting axes and broke the handles to make 
them suitable for throwing. Rune took a toolbox and some paintball bullets from the 


ammunition for the rifles. 


After this, they headed to the field. The test began once everyone was in position, with 


weapons in hand and backpacks weighing around thirty kilograms. 


The man from the convoy signaled the start with a whistle. To their surprise, six of the 
candidates didn't start running or take cover; instead, they walked normally to the other 
side. Hjerdis even asked Holger to help her with her backpack, while Karl offered to carry 


Arvid's. 


The man tried to argue that they were breaking the rules, but Rune told him that they 
hadn't lost their backpacks, and no examiner had damaged or stolen them. Thus, this was 
just part of an alliance, which was not prohibited either. The man had no choice but to 


reluctantly accept, telling them to watch their backs. 


Minutes passed, and the group watched as some fell victim to traps on the ground or 
were ambushed by examiners who knocked them down and marked their faces with paint. 
A few tried to corner them, but they quickly split up and subdued the men one by one, 


attacking them in synchronized pairs. 


When they were halfway, they noticed that besides them, only two other candidates 


remained. They were disqualified after being shot with paintball bullets in the torso. 


The group positioned themselves behind a barricade and used the rifles they had taken 


from the defeated examiners to open fire on those shooting from a distance. 


After a couple of minutes of confrontation, Arvid, who had climbed a hill while the 
group covered her from the barricade, used her rifle to accurately aim at the snipers' heads, 


causing the shots to cease. 


The group continued walking and reached the other side, still with ten minutes left for 
the test to end. They crossed the finish line in a mocking manner towards the examiners, 


some jumping, others dancing, but the fact was that, in the end, all six passed. 


The man from the convoy told them it was the first time a group had passed the test in 
such a unique way. His curiosity led him to ask what kind of training they had received, and 


they simply replied that it was natural talent. 


In the end, the disqualified candidates were taken to an area where their eyes were 
blindfolded again, and they were returned to the starting point. The rest each received a set 
of military dog tags with a symbol engraved on it, similar to a star, which, according to the 


man from the convoy, indicated they had been accepted. 


After a few minutes of dictating their information to a man at a computer, which 
seemed to be unconventional due to its structure and the numerous attachments connected 
to it, the process concluded. They were informed that they were now in a database for 
"independent agents" and could receive and decide whether to accept missions. The option 


to register as a group was also presented, which they accepted. 


When asked what name they wanted to be registered under, they looked at each other 


and asked Signe to tell the man at the computer the name. 


"We are the Apple Eaters," he said. 


Capital of Nation U, 2023, One Week Before the Infiltration Mission near the Border. 


The man was sitting with a group of older people dressed formally, discussing the daring 
decision he had made regarding the border protection mission. His nation had agreed to hire 
a group of foreign mercenaries to safeguard the border area affected by the phenomenon of 
inentropy, in order to avoid violating previously established regulations and to provide 


protection in case the nation R wished to attack. 


"What you're doing is truly risky, Mr. President," said a woman with gray hair. 


"It's a calculated risk. We discussed this a few months ago," the president replied, running 


his hand through his short black hair. 


"I think I speak for all of us when I say this is complete madness," said a bald-headed 


man. 


"These are challenging times. This conflict forces us to use unconventional methods. The 


fact that we had to hire those people to guard the border is proof of that." 


"Hiring a group of armed individuals to protect a perimeter is normal," affirmed an obese 
man with a gray beard. "But betraying that group of armed individuals and exposing 


ourselves to the risk of losing the border is utter madness." 


"We're not betraying them," the president responded firmly. "Technically speaking, we're 
only taking precautions in case they were to fail. I've explained it very clearly in the reports 


that were drafted." 


"What about the conditions they set in case we follow this course of action?" asked the 


woman with gray hair. "Did they really request this, or is it just a joke?" 


"I assure you it's entirely true. During the negotiations with that group, they requested, as 
a guarantee to proceed with the deal, that we build that vehicle with the best materials at our 


disposal, sized to accommodate twice the total of their numbers." 


"It sounds like something out of a fairy tale," said the obese man. "I suppose it's to be 


expected after seeing what they do on the battlefield." 


"I know. I was surprised too," the president affirmed as he looked at the people in front 


of him. 


Border City of Nation U, 2023, During the Infiltration Mission. 


The A.E. had successfully entered the city shrouded in fog. They remained together, 


trying to spot signs of those responsible for guarding the area among the debris. 


As they walked, Signe asked Rune in a low voice: 


"Hey, are you sure the flares will work? What about the no-fire and no-electricity rule in 


this place?" 


"Some chemicals do react in the inentropy zones," Rune responded. "Only in small 
quantities and a bit differently from the usual. For example, strontium nitrate flares glow 
yellow when they should be red. I understood that they adjusted the color of the pistols 


accordingly to avoid confusion." 


"I see... Do you think you can light one of my cigarettes with one of those chemicals?" 


"Even if I could, it wouldn't burn the way you want it to. Hold off until we finish the 


mission." 


The two continued walking behind the others, making sure to keep an eye on their 
surroundings among the rubble of the buildings and the vehicles turned into scrap that seemed 


to increase as they advanced. 


The sky occasionally lit up with lightning behind the threatening clouds, but they had 
been informed that this was normal in the inentropy zones. Rain was rare, so they shouldn't 


worry about that on the battlefield. 


"Captain," Hjordis said, putting on her gloves, "do you think our collaborator will keep 


his end of the deal?" 


"I hope so," he replied, still looking ahead. "That's why we accepted this mission in the 
first place. I don't think he'll dare to double-cross us; we have something very valuable to 


" 


him. 


"We're double-crossing someone already," Rune affirmed. "I wouldn't be surprised if they 
did the same to us." 


"Did you make sure to get everything we need from the R's?" Karl asked. 


"I've got it all on the tip of my tongue," Rune said, opening his mouth and running his 
tongue along his teeth before winking at his captain. "It was a bit tricky, but Yury helped me 


a little." 


"Let me guess, you took his ID," Signe asked, receiving a confident smile from his 


companion as a response. "You're a real son of a..." 


A sound like a metallic bell being struck with a hammer echoed in the area. Signe had 
placed his gloved hand near Rune's head, and the largest silver piece began to vibrate as they 


both watched in astonishment for what must have been only a couple of seconds. 


"Maneuvering!" Rune shouted. 
g 


The others hurried to separate and take cover behind the nearest objects they could find. 


Some hid behind a collapsed wall on the ground, while others used wrecked cars for cover. 


Signe still held his hand, which was now trembling due to the impact of the projectile. 
He checked it and noticed that, while the shot had hurt him, the metal piece had saved him 


from a worse injury. 


He heard high-pitched sounds coming from a car to his left, there he saw Rune making 
the metal knuckles of his glove collide with his right hand on top of his left glove, which also 
had two metal pieces, a small circular one, and a larger rectangular one. When touched by 
the knuckles, they produced sounds similar to those of a musical triangle, some short and 


some longer. 


Signe paid attention to these sounds and then shook his head. He raised his hand, which 
was no longer trembling, and began making the same movements as Rune, sending a message 


with his gloves in long and short sounds. 


"Already detected, should we attack?" 


"It's too soon; we don't know how many there are," Rune responded with the sounds his 


gloves produced. 


"It might be a scout; we should kill him before he alerts the others and we're surrounded," 


Hjordis suggested with slightly faster sounds. 


"Let's wait to see what the captain says; he's observing," Alpha resonated. 


"What do you suggest, Captain?" Holger asked with slow sounds. 


"Let's split up," Karl quickly replied with his gloves. 


"Are you sure?" Alpha asked. 


"We're an easy target here, all together, and they know where we are. Separate and keep 


communicating." 


"Understood!" They all responded in unison. 


"And Holger... leave 'Sweet charity' inside one of these cars, it'll be easier for you to run 


that way," Karl concluded before grabbing his axes and starting to move over the rubble. 


Holger followed the order, placing a heavy black cloth bag from his backpack on the back 
seat of a car, causing it to jump slightly. Once he had done that, he began to jog away from 


the area. 


During the next five minutes of individual exploration, none of them heard more 
gunshots. The fact that they had been shot at with a projectile was unusual due to the peculiar 
properties of the place. However, they remained vigilant in case they encountered any other 


surprises. 


Signe ran with one of his swords held firmly in both hands, trying to spot any signs of 
life within the abandoned buildings. He briefly caught a glimpse of the direction the hooded 
figure that had shot at him earlier had taken and was determined to find them, as anyone 
capable of using a firearm in that place would have the advantage. Thus, eliminating that 


threat became his top priority. 


As he moved, he heard a faint sound of debris falling within a building. He stopped in a 
clear area to scan the structures around him, turning slowly in place while gracefully gripping 


his sword. 


Before he even noticed it himself, his sword was already vibrating above his head. The 


sound of the projectile hitting the metal instead of his skull gave him the confidence to 


continue with his strategy. Another shot was directed at his upper left chest, but once again, 
his sword automatically intercepted it. He continued this way, a third aimed at his foot, a 
fourth at his upper left lung, and a fifth targeting his knee; all of them were deftly parried by 


his sword. 


"I've found you, filthy bastard!" Signe shouted in English as he drew his second sword 


and headed toward the building to his right. 


He ran with an almost animalistic grin on his face, his powerful legs taking zigzag strides 
through the rubble. His gaze was fixed on the fourth floor of the building, where he saw a 


figure moving. 


Signe continued his sprint until he reached the entrance of the ruined building. But before 
he set foot in the structure, he noticed a faint gleam in the dim light, and an object came 
flying toward his head. He quickly moved his head to the right only to see a similar glow 
that, had it not been for him ducking at the right moment, would have hurt him beyond a 


simple cut on his forehead. 


In a quick roll that took him several feet away from the entrance, he managed to avoid 
the threat and got up, facing a young woman who stood with a dark green boot firmly planted 
on the shattered glass on the floor. He watched as two slender metallic pieces jutted out from 


the doorway. 


There, he beheld the figure of a young woman holding what looked like two very thin 
swords. She glanced briefly at him, shook her curly auburn hair back, and then smiled as she 


addressed him: 


"Deux épées! J'aime ton style," while pointing one of her weapons at him. 


Signe didn't respond. He gripped his swords and charged at the woman, who immediately 


assumed a defensive stance without losing her smile. 
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Holger jogged in the space between two buildings, trying to listen for any signals from 
his comrades or any nearby enemies. The place he found himself in was dark and filled with 
vermin. Additionally, stagnant puddles on the ground hindered his movement, making it 


difficult to travel as fast as he wanted. 


At a certain moment, he heard a series of whistles coming from the building to his left. 
Initially, he thought they were birds singing, but when he paid attention to the rhythm and 
intonation of these sounds, he realized they were not animals but people. The code they were 
using didn't seem to be Morse code or any other he was familiar with, so he abandoned the 


idea of trying to understand it and focused on finding its source. 


He directed his gaze towards the upper floors of the building on his left, attempting to 
spot any enemies. Before he could grasp what was happening, he saw a figure leap from the 
fourth floor and fall rapidly in his direction. What followed was a fist that nearly connected 


with his face if not for his reflexively protecting his head with his hands. 


The figure made a move over Holger's body and then landed behind him. Holger turned 
around and was met with a series of punches that he tried to block. Some connected with his 
torso and arms, but none with his head. This assault continued for several seconds until 
Holger managed to grab his attacker's arm and lifted him, trying to throw him. To his surprise, 


his opponent wrapped his legs around his neck and stopped the throw. 


In swift movements, the figure positioned himself in front of Holger, holding him by the 
collar of his shirt while pressing his back against Holger's torso. He delivered a kick to 
Holger's left leg, causing him to lose balance and tumble through the air before hitting the 


ground. 


Holger was astonished by this skill. It had been many years since anyone had managed 
to take him down. This fleeting thought vanished as he saw his opponent's foot descending 
toward his throat. He intercepted the attack with his hands, lifting his arms with force, which 
caused his opponent to fall. Holger took this opportunity to run out of the dark space between 


the buildings and into a well-lit street. 


Once there, he tried to catch his breath while raising his arms in a boxer's defensive 
stance. From the darkness between the two buildings, he observed his opponent, who ran 
with her arms moving up and down. Her long, blonde hair tied in a ponytail waved as she 


approached. 


"A woman...," Holger muttered to himself in English. 


The woman looked at him confidently, with a smile on her face, and then, having come 
close enough, resumed her assault with precise and rapid punches. Holger tried to dodge and 
counter, but his body was not as agile as his adversary's, who, despite being shorter, excelled 


in fluid and rapid movements. 


In addition to this, she wore what appeared to be metal gauntlets on her arms, colored 
orange with paint resembling that of a sports car. Their structure was unlike anything he had 
seen before, as the joints seemed to not restrict finger movement or prevent her from gripping 


things firmly, as was the case when she brought him down. 


At a certain point in the confrontation, both backed away to catch their breath, ending up 


about twenty feet apart. They locked eyes while keeping their guard up with their arms raised. 


"Pas mal du tout, monsieur les muscles," she said, panting. 


"I'm sorry, I don't speak your language," he replied in English once again. 


"Don't worry," she replied in English as well. "I think we can speak a language that both 


of us understand," she finished, adopting a more offensive stance with her arm forward. 


Holger smiled slightly at her response and reciprocated by assuming the same stance. A 


few seconds later, they ran toward each other, fists almost connecting. 
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Hjordis walked through what appeared to be a cemetery of buildings. Collapsed 
structures, streets filled with bricks and concrete turned rubble, everything looked depressing 


and difficult to navigate. 


As she moved through the streets, making sure to walk behind some structures that would 
serve as a shield, she began to hear whistling. The whistles were rhythmic and had different 
intonations, similar to those made by someone who remembered a tune and was interpreting 


it with these wind notes. 


She headed towards the source of these sounds, a street where there were several columns 
of buildings with metal bars protruding from the concrete pieces. Once there, she saw a figure 
covered with a hood, seemingly searching for something among the debris while whistling 


in the same tone she had heard a moment ago. 


Hjordis tried to walk cautiously, clutching her knives at the back of her belt. 
Unfortunately, she stepped on an empty beer can that rolled and hit a piece of concrete, 


causing the figure to stand up and turn slowly. 


This was a girl in her twenties who looked at her with a distressed face as she raised her 


arms. 


Hjordis looked at her seriously, noticing that the cape she was wearing covered a long 


object on her back. 
"What is that?" she asked in English. 
"Sunimasen...ch...Vybachte...no...proshu proshcheniya," the girl said timidly. 
"Do you speak English?" Hjordis asked with desperation. 
"Uh...yes, I can speak English," she replied with a British accent. 
"British? Never mind. What's that thing you have on your back? I hope it's not a weapon." 


"This?" She said, holding the long object below the cape. "It's just...a shovel, yes, a 


shovel. I'm looking for something in the rubble, that's all." 
"What are you looking for?" 
"It's...a mask, it's white with red details and has a very big smile painted on it." 


"Why do you need that? Listen, this place is dangerous; you'd better move before 


someone kills you, me included." 


"I know, I just have to find my mask, and I can..." 


A gust of wind began to blow, abruptly cutting off the girl's words. She held her hood 
over her head to keep her black, smooth hair from flying out of control. When the wind 
stopped, Hjerdis noticed that the girl's hood had shifted, revealing the object on her back. It 


was a fiberglass pole with a long, sharp blade attached to it. 


When the girl saw Hjordis's expression, she touched the weapon lightly to realize that it 
was no longer covered by the cape. Without averting her gaze, she emitted a series of 
rhythmic whistles and then began to run in the opposite direction to Hjordis, who drew her 


knives and followed her while still hearing the whistles. 
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Alpha positioned herself inside one of the buildings, its windows shattered, and the cold 
wind whistling within. She observed the other buildings, hoping to pick up signals from any 


of the enemies while keeping her ears tuned to the sound of her companion's gloves. 


She ascended a couple of floors and then began to perceive what seemed to be whistling. 
These were not the bell-like tunes of her companions, so she suspected they might be 


enemies. 


She slowly moved through the building, ascending the stairs that zigzagged left and right. 
When she had only one set of stairs left to reach the second-to-last floor, she saw a person 


walking behind the adjacent wall and gradually revealing herself. 


This was a young woman dressed in dark red clothing mixed with military attire. She 


turned back, not immediately noticing Alpha's presence. 


Alpha stared at her while holding her crossbow and placing her finger on the trigger in 


preparation for a possible attack. 


The girl put her foot on the first step of the stairs, stopped looking back, and turned 
towards the front, where she noticed Alpha's presence. The hooded figure caused her 


expression to change from worried to surprised. 


Their eyes met, and upon noticing the crossbow in Alpha's hands, the girl quickly 
extended her hand, then aimed what seemed to be a cylinder under her sleeve and wrist 


towards the woman down the stairs. 


In a quick movement, Alpha jumped to the right, and the projectile that came out of the 


cylinder bounced off the wall behind her. 


She descended the stairs until she was behind the wall at the midpoint between the two 
floors. There, she heard the girl start whistling in the same tone she had heard a few minutes 
ago. She observed the projectile that had been thrown at her, now on the floor. It wasn't a 
bullet or a pellet; it was a kind of small arrow, similar to a dart. The rear part was covered in 


red strands, and the metallic tip dripped a clear liquid. 


"It's poisoned?" she mumbled to herself. 


Alpha heard the girl seemingly starting to run on the penultimate floor, and that's when 


she decided to go up the stairs. 


She walked quickly, making sure there were no traps on the floor. She reached the 
penultimate floor and saw the girl climbing the emergency staircase directly to the rooftop. 
She shot with her crossbow, but the arrow only grazed the girl's boot. The girl nervously lifted 


her leg while still climbing the metallic structure. 


Alpha took out another arrow, held it in her mouth, and, using a lever, pulled the string 
until it reached the reload point. She placed the arrow and headed towards the emergency 


staircase. 


She left the crossbow hanging on her belt and started to climb. She focused on the white 


dot above her head pointing to the sky, indicating the roof where the girl should be. 


While climbing, she observed an object being thrown, bouncing in the narrow 
passageway until it passed her position and hit the floor, releasing a cloud of grayish smoke. 
Initially concerned, she remembered she was wearing a mask with a filter and special goggles 
for such situations, all under her hood. She continued ascending, ignoring the smoke until 


she reached the rooftop. 


She emerged from the smoking passageway and stood on the building's roof. From there, 
she surveyed her surroundings and saw the girl standing on the rooftop of a nearby building. 


The two places were only inches apart. 
"The girl must have jumped to get there," Alpha thought. 


She observed the young woman standing while staring at her. Her arms were raised in 


surrender, and her long brown hair fluttered in the wind like a flag on a pole. 


Alpha aimed her crossbow at her and began walking slowly towards her. She checked the 
elements around the girl for any traps or weapons she could grab, but there was only a 
chimney on the left side and on the right side, the door leading to the lower floor, which was 


closed. 


"She couldn't open it, I suppose," Alpha thought as she continued walking. 


When there were only a few feet left to reach the space between the buildings, Alpha 
stopped and looked at the girl in an attempt to read her emotions. She didn't seem upset or 


nervous, just staring at Alpha with her amber eyes. 


Alpha reached the space between the buildings, placed her boot on the ledge, and then 
glanced quickly around, calculating the force of the jump. She was about to take off when 
she heard the girl whistling. Alpha quickly aimed her crossbow again, but then she saw an 
object thrown towards her legs, entangling them. It was a weapon consisting of three metal 
spheres and thin ropes that almost made her lose balance and fall into the space between the 


buildings. 


In the brief moments when she almost fell to her death, she noticed a short-haired girl 
with violet hair coming out from behind the chimney, looking at her with a malicious smile. 
On the other hand, the girl in front of her lowered her arms and extended her right arm 


similarly to how she had done during their encounter on the stairs. 


Alpha knew she had almost no time before being shot with one of the darts that almost 
injured her before. In a quick movement, she grabbed the crossbow, aimed it at the girl, and 
pulled the trigger. The force of the shot, along with her clumsy movements on the ledge, 


made her fall safely backward onto the rooftop, fast enough to evade the projectile. 


The next thing she saw was the image of the long-haired girl looking at the tip of her boot 
pierced by the arrow. She uttered a cry of pain as the short-haired girl with violet hair 
approached her. Another thing she noticed was that she no longer had her crossbow. She 
looked around for it, but upon hearing a metallic thud in the space between the buildings, she 


knew she had dropped it when she fired. 


The two young women watched her without her weapon, and that's when she reacted; she 


had to move immediately. 


She used a knife tucked into her vest to cut the ropes around her legs and ran to the door 
leading to the lower floor. However, upon trying to open it, she realized it was locked. Feeling 
a dart graze her uniform increased her concern for finding cover. She swiftly moved behind 


the brick structure covering the door. 


Crouching down, she firmly grasped her knife, hearing two impacts near the cornice. 
Slow footsteps approached closer and closer. It was at that moment she remembered an object 
in her vest that her companion had given her before the mission. Palpating it over the fabric, 


she said to herself: 


"Rune, if this works, I might seriously consider giving you a kiss." 
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Rune lifted his head above a rusted car and scanned the surroundings for signs of the 
enemy. Afterward, he crouched and stealthily moved towards one of the buildings. The young 
man pulled binoculars from his pocket and surveyed the areas around what seemed to be a 
square in front of a shopping center. There was a fountain with little water and a few stone 
benches. He stopped observing and headed towards this point, thinking that the shopping 


center could serve as a good hiding place for important things and a possible enemy base. 


As he walked towards the shopping center, he noticed several corpses of various birds in 
the vicinity, seagulls, swallows, lapwings, all sprawled on the ground with their flesh still 


decomposing on their bones. Rune reached the entrance of the shopping center and looked a 


dry leaf, being swept by the wind, remained agitating against what seemed to be an invisible 


wall on the door's floor. 


"Too easy," he said to himself. 


He lifted his foot and placed it on the other side of the door, making sure not to step on 
the thread that had trapped the leaf. Almost immediately, he looked up at the ceiling and 
spotted a wooden beam tied to a series of ropes, which were connected to a counterweight 
on the wall held by a metal trigger attached to the thread. A simple yet effective trap for any 


intruder. 


This made him understand that the place was indeed a valuable hiding spot, so he 
continued to move stealthily in the shadows of the establishment. He wandered through the 
corridors for several minutes until he reached a set of escalators, which were relatively in 
good condition compared to other places. He examined them for a few seconds before 
moving on. He had only taken a few steps when he realized that the floor was wet with a 
liquid that didn't seem to be water due to its yellowish color. At first, he thought it was 
gasoline, but he remembered that even if it were, it wouldn't ignite in the field of inentropy. 


In any case, he remained on guard as this was an obvious sign that someone was in the area. 


As he looked around for signs of an enemy, it didn't seem that they would reveal 
themselves easily. While scanning the surroundings, he recognized the smell emanating from 
the liquid on the floor as "ammonia." His fears increased when he saw in the distance how a 


foamy, bubbling substance of white color was forming. 


Without a second thought, Rune started climbing the stairs while pulling protective 
goggles from his pocket and putting them on his eyes. Simultaneously, he adjusted the mask 


on the lower part of his face. 


Upon reaching the second floor, he spotted several spilled bottles of bleach and ammonia, 


a very simple way to create mustard gas. 


Rune ran through the second floor and began climbing the stairs. He reached the third 
floor and continued until he was on the rooftop. From there, he surveyed the area, which was 


clear with the wind blowing strongly, a sign that it was safe from the toxic chemicals below. 


He walked towards the edge of the rooftop, trying to observe the buildings for any sign 
of his companions. Unable to spot anything, he turned around and was met with the impact 
of a weapon on his face. The blow was so powerful that his mask flew off and fell to the first 


floor. 


Rune reacted quickly, moving to the side as he heard whatever had hit him trying to land 
more blows behind him. He ran towards the corner of the rooftop, then leaped forcefully and 


landed on the branches of a tree, from which he tried to descend quickly. 


Upon safely landing on the first level, he fixed his gaze on the rooftop but couldn't 
identify his assailant. Using this time, he picked up his mask and struggled to put it back on 


due to the wound on the side of his face. 


After this, he began running towards the right wing of the shopping center, as the left one 
was too close to where the toxic chemical mixture had been thrown. Before even turning the 
corner of the wall that connected the front part of the place with the left, he felt an object 


entangling in one of the straps of his backpack. As he was about to look up, another object 


that had attacked him headed for his eyes. He managed to block it with his gloves, but they 


ended up vibrating forcefully due to the impact. 


The backpack continued to be pulled while Rune felt the attacks on his arms. Due to the 
defensive moves he was forced to make to protect his face, he couldn't distinguish his 
opponent. Rune, realizing he was at a standstill, chose to free himself from the strap of his 


backpack and let it drop, moving out of the attacker's range. 


Once he was far enough away, he observed his assailant, a young woman in her twenties. 
She wore a gas mask and protective goggles, but what stood out the most was that she was 
sitting on the railing of the emergency staircase with her legs intertwined while holding two 


black whips with purple finishes. The one in her right hand was entangled in his backpack. 


In a swift motion, the young woman lifted the whip, and the backpack rose along with 
the weapon until it was at the height of her body. She grabbed it and threw it behind her, 


letting it fall onto the rooftop, all while maintaining eye contact with Rune. 


Rune was surprised by the skill of his opponent, but it didn't waver his determination. He 
examined his arms, marked with wounds and bruises from the whips. Though they trembled 
slightly, he focused and confidently pulled out a set of black throwing knives from one of the 


pouches on his vest, launching them at the young woman. 


She released her grip on the railing and gracefully jumped, landing on the rooftop's ledge. 
Rune's knives hit the wall and fell to the ground. Rune observed this with a hint of disbelief 


at how seemingly unimpressed his enemy was, as if his attacks bored her. 


From another pouch on his vest, he took out a pair of extendable carbon fiber batons, 


thinking he could entangle one of the whips if he reacted quickly enough. Taking a couple of 


steps towards the staircase, he witnessed the young woman leaping off the rooftop with one 
whip attached to something above, the other gripped in her gloved hand. She landed and 
somersaulted in the air, then moved the whip, entwining it on the staircase. With a motion of 
her other arm, she pulled the object on the rooftop, the backpack, causing it to fall rapidly 


toward her. 


Rune didn't understand what was happening. In the brief moments this occurred, he 
watched as the girl tightened the whip's cord on the staircase while swinging the arm with 
the whip attached to the backpack towards him. In a precise maneuver, she made the heavy 


object collide with its owner. 


He fell to the ground, spinning several times, losing the batons he held in the collision. 
The girl landed gracefully and continued moving the whip until the backpack was at rooftop 
level. There, she skillfully shook the handle, causing the cord to snake, and the backpack 
unraveled, falling back onto the rooftop. She repeated the same motion with the whip on the 


staircase, freeing it. 


Rune got up and observed the girl, who walked with her weapons in hand, maintaining 


the same bored expression that hadn't changed throughout the entire fight. 


"Well," Rune said in English with some anger, "you've got my attention. Shall we dance?" 


He finished, taking out a pair of knives from his vest. 


The girl didn't respond; she continued to look at him with the same expression and 


proceeded to lift her whip to bring it down swiftly once again. 
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Karl navigated the city's debris with jumps and acrobatics characteristic of a parkour 
practitioner, all while keeping his body covered in case of potential ambushes. The A.E. had 
separated about half an hour ago, and although he heard a few gunshots, he perceived no 


signals of help or attempts at communication from his comrades. 


He continued moving through the rubble until he started hearing sounds that seemed to 
be the other A.E. members communicating through their gloves. However, these sounds were 
mixed with whistling noises. He thought he might be mishearing, but by focusing only on 


what he recognized, he deciphered a message. 


"Northeast zone, road 37, enemy, fighting now." 


He didn't know who had sent him this message, but he knew he had to get there quickly 
because he was close to that location. Karl ran through the numerous and dilapidated streets, 


making sure to check the remaining directional posts to find the right place. 


After about three minutes of jogging, he reached the road and saw Holger in the distance, 
fighting with a figure whose only noticeable feature was her blonde hair. He hurried to help 
and was surprised by his opponent, a blonde young woman. She had knocked down Holger 
and was about to punch him in the face, but he quickly spun his axe, grabbed it by the chain, 


and threw it with force, colliding with the girl's metallic gauntlet. 


Seeing him, she stepped back and started whistling. Karl reached Holger, who was lying 
on the ground, and watched as the blonde girl ran into the distance, disappearing around a 


corner between the buildings. 


"Captain..." Holger said weakly. 


"Don't worry, big guy," Karl replied. "You could probably have beaten her, but I didn't 


want to take any chances." 
"It's not that... that woman... was not normal." 
"What do you mean? I saw her fight well, but she didn't seem out of the ordinary." 


"You didn't see the whole fight, her movements, her intensity, her eyes," Holger continued 


trying to get up. "She's unlike any other opponent I've ever fought, not in this life or any 


other." 


"Wait, big guy," Karl exclaimed, supporting Holger on his body. "Don't force yourself; 


try to catch your breath, and then we'll go after her." 
"We can't!" he replied forcefully. "We have to help the others." 
"They might be better off than you." 


"No, I heard them asking for help, at least two of them. Stop talking and pay attention. 


Don't you hear them?" 


Karl fell silent beside his companion and closed his eyes to perceive the sounds. They 
were faint, but in the distance, they heard the metallic clinks of gloves indicating a need for 
support. The closest sounds came from the north of their location, in the commercial area. 
Both hurried to run towards there, traversing roads filled with rubble, metal, and destroyed 


vehicles, trying to reach the source of the sounds. 


As they approached, they noticed that the whistling had stopped, and now they only 


perceived the desperate cries of one of their comrades. This made them both relieved and 


uneasy, as there were no other distractions, only the equivalent of desperate shouts echoing 


through the terrain. 


They arrived at what was once a park, with dry grass and rusted and ruined playground 
equipment that creaked when the wind swayed them. They surveyed the surroundings, 


looking for a sign of their comrade since the clinking of his gloves had stopped. 


Just as they were about to separate and search individually, an intense red glow shot out 
from a grove on a hill and landed near them. It was one of the flares provided by the R nation 


at the beginning of the mission. What made it worse was the meaning of its color, "failure." 


Without thinking twice, both ran quickly toward the spot where the flare had been fired 


and searched from its trajectory for the person with the red-colored pistol. 


"Captain, over there," Holger exclaimed, pointing to the red pistol on the ground near the 


entrance of a garden. 


Karl walked swiftly to the location and picked up the pistol. It was dented on one side, 


and it was still warm. 


Someone had touched it just a few seconds ago. A scream of desperation echoed within 
the garden, and then the two entered. This time, they separated in the labyrinth of bricks and 


dry plants to corner the enemy or, alternatively, protect their ally from both sides. 


A few moments later, Holger turned a corner and saw his companion screaming. It was 
Rune, who exuded desperation on his face as he held a small knife in his hand, the metallic 


pieces of the glove completely shattered. 


"Holger..." Rune said before falling exhausted into his companion's arms. 


"Don't worry, we're here now," he responded, holding him firmly. "Everything will be 


okay." 


"No!" Rune exclaimed, gripping Holger's shoulders. "Let's get out of here; that woman 


is close." 


"What woman?" 


Rune wanted to answer, but the characteristic sound of the whip tip piercing the leaves 
made him push Holger. The weapon struck a pot instead of his face, and the two crouched in 


the narrow brick path of the garden. 


Holger used his gloves to signal to Rune that they should move towards the exit, that he 
should follow. Rune hesitated a bit but could only nod in agreement to his companion's 


insistence. 


They crawled until they reached the exit. There, they heard whistles, causing them to turn 
and be on alert. However, they didn't see any enemies, neither at that moment nor when they 


stood up and left the garden, then walked towards the grove. 


"What happened there?" Holger asked. "Why do you look so nervous? And what 


happened to your backpack?" 


"Man, give me a second," Rune said panting, leaning on his knees and looking at the 


ground as sweat dripped from his forehead. "That damn woman... the one with the whip." 


"Did she attack you? Is that why you shot your flare?" 


"I was desperate," Rune affirmed, lifting his head slightly. "She took all the weapons I 


had, all the tools in my backpack. She... had a counter for every offensive I threw at her." 


Rune lowered his head again, and his hands began to tremble as he recalled his encounter 


with that woman. 


"So that's what happened; it must have been tough. I also faced a woman who could fight 


very well, unlike any opponent I've faced before. It was like I was..." 


"Fighting one of us, right?" Rune asked, looking directly into Holger's eyes. 


Both fell silent, realizing that their thoughts about different enemies coincided, something 


that had never happened before in any battlefield they had fought. 


The captain's voice in the distance woke them from the trance, and they turned to look at 


him. 


He ran until he reached them in the grove and asked: 


"Rune, are you okay? You look horrible. I think it's the first time I've seen you like... not 


yourself." 


"My opponent was very strong," he replied now with a bit more calmness. 


"Why did you throw your flare? Was the situation that bad?" 


"That woman took all my weapons. All I had left were my flares, and I used the first one 
I had on hand. She deflected the shot, hitting the pistol with her whip, and then she took the 


other two and threw them into a sewer." 


"Wait a moment," Karl said, looking at him with confusion. "Let's recap. It's a woman, 
she uses two whips, she's very precise with them, and she defeated you even though you had 


all your toys with you. Did I get that right?" 


"Yes, although I didn't have them all the fight; she took most of them at the beginning." 


"Still, you had them at the start. By the way, did that girl have dark brown hair tied with 


a bow in a ponytail to the middle of her back?" 


"Yes... how do you know?" 


"I saw her and the blonde girl who attacked Holger running away after they whistled a 


few times. Come on!" Karl said, starting to run. "I know where they went." 


His companions couldn't express their anger at this waste of time that Karl had made 
them endure while the enemies escaped. They just followed him, looking at him with a bit of 


disgust. 


During the journey, Karl gave Rune some spare gloves he had to replace the ones that 
had been damaged during the confrontation. In return, Rune told him everything he noticed 
in his fight with the woman. He said she seemed unaffected by anything, that she planned 
everything from the beginning to corner him, and that she took that advantage to keep him 
on the ropes while attacking him with the whips. The latter left him with somewhat superficial 


but equally painful wounds. 


When they were close to the destination, the women observed how the windows on the 
lower levels of a building were shattered. This was caused by what seemed to be projectiles 
of various types that ended up on the street in front of the structure. The three hurried their 
steps, and just as they were about to enter, they heard the window above them shatter, not 


due to a projectile, but a body. 


Their eyes fixed on the figure in grayish and white clothes rapidly falling toward them. 


In a reflexive act, both Holger and Karl extended their arms, acting as a cushion of air to 


soften the person's fall. They also lowered their heads to protect their faces and the person 


they were now holding from the rain of glass. 


After this, the three focused on the person they had saved. It was their companion, who 


had several parts of her uniform torn and was without her crossbow. 


"Arvid!... I mean, Alpha, are you okay?" Karl exclaimed. 


Unable to respond, she slowly opened her eyes and looked at her relieved companions. 
Whistles came from the left side of the building, prompting everyone to look around. On the 
other side of the window through which Alpha had fallen, they saw the short-haired woman 
with violet hair she had faced. She briefly returned their gaze with a bleeding forehead before 


retreating upon hearing a couple more whistles. 


They took advantage of this opportunity to place their companion in the alley between 


the two buildings and ask if she was okay. She replied: 


"I'm alive, that's enough. My crossbow..." she said, pointing with her right hand to the 


inside of the alley, "fell off." 


"T'll get it," Rune replied, then headed to the indicated spot. 


"What happened to you?" Holger asked. 


"I encountered a girl, followed her, and it turned out there were two, very well- 


coordinated." 


Her words conveyed exhaustion and nervousness; each syllable sounded forced and full 


of anguish. 


"Take your time," Karl said. "It's clear you didn't have a good time, and it was two against 


one. It's impressive that you held out for so long." 


Shortly after, Rune arrived holding the crossbow. It had a few dents and bends from the 


fall, but it seemed like it could still shoot after some repairs. 


"Thanks, Rune," she said, receiving the crossbow in her arms. "By the way..." she 
continued, removing the mask covering the lower half of her face, "wouldn't you like a kiss 


as a thank you?" 


Rune took a step back due to the surprise from his companion's words. His face turned 


red, expressing confusion. 


"I appreciate the gesture... but I'll pass," he replied. "Anyway, I just picked up your 


weapon; anyone could have done that." 


"I didn't mean that," she clarified with a slight laugh. "I meant this," she said, holding a 


dark gray slingshot. 


"Did you really use it?" he asked incredulously. 


"Yes, I almost took out that dyed-hair bitch's eye, and that gave me time to disable the 
other. After that, it was a cat-and-mouse game until I got to the other building, and in the end, 


they had to kick me through a window. I think I really pissed her off." 


"It seems you're feeling better," Holger affirmed, smiling warmly. 


"Yeah," she replied, standing up and putting her crossbow on her back. "It seems I just 


needed to catch my breath." 


"I didn't mean that. You look different from how you've been for the past couple of 


months," Holger added. 


"It's true. You're revealing your face and smiling more, even calling one of those women 
a 'bitch,"" Karl said, looking at her with surprise. "I think Arvid is slowly coming back. Can 


we call you that again?" 


"I think, for now, it's fine," she replied after a slight sigh. "Although I had gotten used to 


'Alpha,' it will take time to respond to that name." 


"I love this impromptu therapy session, but I remind you there are enemies nearby," Rune 


said. "Any ideas on where we should move?" 


"Well, I might have one," Arvid replied, raising her hand. 


"Really? Spit it out quickly," Karl urged. 


Arvid then told her companions how, while on the rooftop waiting for their attackers to 
approach, she had spotted two figures near the debris of some distant buildings. One of them 
resembled Hjordis and was chasing another person while holding her knives, and the other 


person was screaming in fear. 


The A.E. decided to trust what their companion was telling them and headed towards the 
location she indicated, as it wasn't too far away. They chose to approach the area Arvid 
pointed out, walking cautiously, as most of them were tired, and, according to what they 


knew, Hjerdis was not in immediate danger. 


When they reached the area of the collapsed buildings, they heard a sharp scream echoing 


among the ruined columns. This prompted them to run towards the source. Among the debris, 


they saw two people, Hjerdis, who was leaning against a concrete beam, holding one of her 
knives with a trembling hand, and the hooded girl she had encountered before. The latter was 
desperately trying to prevent her mask from falling, pressing it forcefully while holding a 


black scythe in her free hand. 


Seeing that the girl seemed incapable of counterattacking, Arvid aimed his crossbow, 
fixed the target, and pulled the trigger. However, the arrow deviated slightly to the left, hitting 
the blade of the weapon instead of the girl's body. She reacted, dropping her mask and 


revealing a face with nervous eyes and a friendly expression. 


Before the four could pursue her, she picked up the mask and started running among the 
concrete beams, disappearing into the distance. They wanted to follow her trail, but Hjordis 
stopped them, saying, "Don't go after her!" The four abruptly halted and turned to look at 
Hjerdis, who was slowly collapsing while still leaning on the concrete beam. Her appearance 
indicated that it was not an easy fight, her hair was loose and unkempt, bruises adorned her 


face, arms, and torso, and there were several superficial wounds on her clothes and limbs. 


"Hjordis... What happened?" Karl asked, standing in front of her and touching her face. 


"It was... horrible," she gasped, raising her gaze. "That woman, she wasn't normal." 


"What do you mean she wasn't normal?" Rune insisted. 


Hjordis began recounting her encounter with the mysterious girl. She stumbled upon her 
while desperately searching for something, asked her several questions, and when she noticed 
the weapon and recognized the same whistling she had heard recently, she started chasing 


her. 


She followed her around the debris zone for a few minutes until she cornered her between 
some rusted metal bars. The girl seemed very shaken and uninterested in fighting. However, 
everything changed when a gust of wind moved the metal pieces behind her, causing a white 
and red mask to fall. Initially ignoring it, Hjordis became more attentive when she saw how 


quickly the girl picked it up and put it on her face. 


The girl appeared to look at her differently from behind the mask, judging by the sudden 
change in her posture and gestures. She stood straight, lifted her chin, her hands no longer 
trembled, and her steps were confident. Placing her right hand on the weapon on her back, 
she gripped the handle tightly, then withdrew it in a swift motion, making it spin and leaving 
the lower part of the long handle in her left hand. A blade was released, and the scythe's blade 


was positioned to strike. 


Hjerdis was somewhat amazed as she had never faced an opponent wielding a scythe 


before. However, this excitement only fueled her for the impending battle. 


Surprisingly, her opponent attacked so swiftly that, in the blink of an eye, she was just a 
few feet away. She swung the scythe with her right hand, and the blade was perfectly 
positioned to sever Hjerdis's neck. Instinctively, she ducked, causing the blade to only cut a 


few strands of her ponytail that didn't fall quickly enough. 


This lethal assault was followed by other less deadly but still dangerous moves, falling 
cuts, reverses with the lower part of the handle, and high spins resembling a helicopter's rotor 
that made predicting the next attack difficult. In the midst of these wild and agile movements, 


Hjerdis could only watch and dodge. 


As the onslaught continued, she grew desperate and tried to retaliate by throwing one of 
her knives at the masked girl's throat. However, the girl blocked it with the scythe's handle, 


and the weapon fell to the ground. 


Anticipating this, Hjordis used it as a distraction to approach her opponent and try to stab 
her in the torso. Unfortunately, the girl was quicker, moving the lower part of the scythe to 


not only shield herself from the knife but also delivering a sharp blow to Hjerdis's belly. 


She lowered herself and took a few steps back, placing her hand on her abdomen as she 


tried to catch her breath. 


Seizing this opportunity, her opponent grabbed the scythe by the lower end and extended 
the blade until it took on a shape similar to that of a spear. Without giving Hjordis time to 
recover, her opponent began to swing the weapon from side to side, taking advantage of the 


distance to try to cut her; she could only step back. 


The confrontation continued for a few more minutes. Hjerdis received several cuts on her 
clothes, blows from the scythe's handle, narrowly avoiding decapitation, but the closest call 


was when her hair tie was sliced, causing it to come loose and flutter in the wind. 


She had used various knives during the fight; she threw some, others fell as she tried to 
block attacks. In the end, she was left with only two, which she held with difficulty due to 


fatigue and the fear that made her hands tremble. 


Near the end of the fight, she retreated while keeping an eye on her opponent until her 
back touched a concrete beam. It was then that her heart skipped a beat, and she knew she 


was comered. 


She watched as the masked girl approached with the scythe in hand, not saying a word, 


just like during the rest of the fight. 


It might have been sheer luck, perhaps she had focused so much on killing Hjerdis that 
she didn't pay attention to her surroundings, or maybe she just got distracted for a second. 
Just before entering the proper attack range, the string holding the mask got hooked on one 


of the thin metal bars protruding from a column. 


The woman stopped and began to exhale sounds of desperation and unease, like a child 


who doesn't know what to do during an emergency. 


Hjerdis observed as she clumsily tried to remove the string from the metal bar with her 
uncoordinated and trembling fingers, all the while listening to her hyperventilate behind the 


smiling mask. 


With some hesitation, Hjordis grabbed the handle of her knife and threw it forcefully 


towards the mask's string, which broke, dropping the ornament to the ground. 


What followed were the screams of the girl as she covered her face with her hand while 


loosening her grip on the scythe, letting the blade rest on the floor. 


"That's how it happened," Hjordis concluded with a distant gaze. 


"Damn!" Karl exclaimed. "I've never seen you like this after a fight. It seems she was 


truly a strong opponent." 


"Strong doesn't even begin to cover it... she... she was like death itself. Her bloodlust, her 
skill, the way she moved that thing... in none of my past lives did I fight someone like her," 


Hjerdis hissed, trying to get up. 


Holger and Arvid helped her to her feet, placing her arms over their shoulders to serve as 
a sort of crutch. Rune, on the other hand, surveyed the area, attempting to recreate the fight 
in his mind based on the cuts left by the scythe on the structures and the knives that remained 


on the ground, which he picked up to give them to his companion later. 


The A.E left the area and roamed the nearby streets, searching for signs of their remaining 


comrade. 
Hjordis looked at Arvid with uncertainty, and she did so for so long that the latter asked: 
"Is something wrong?" 


"You no longer have the mask, and your hair is outside the hood," Hjerdis examined with 


half-closed eyes. "Did something happen?" 
"I think I just got a dose of reality; I needed it." 
"Oh, Arvid... oh, crap... sorry, Alph..." 
"Forget that," Arvid cut her off suddenly but calmly. "You can call me Arvid again." 


"Are you serious? That's a relief!" Hjordis admitted, lifting her gaze and sighing. "I was 


getting tired of that." 


Arvid smiled and continued walking alongside her. Holger looked at both and 


reciprocated the gesture before returning his attention to the path. 


As they moved through the streets, the A.E had a bit of time to recap what happened in 
their respective fights. They learned that among the enemies, there was a blonde woman who 
fought hand-to-hand with gauntlets, another who used whips and seemed very intelligent, 


two who used less rudimentary but effective weapons to incapacitate and finish off their 


opponents. These were one with darts and long, brown hair and the one with bolas and short, 


violet hair. 


In total, there were five at that moment, counting the scythe-wielding masked girl that 


Hjordis faced. 


"Are they all women?" Rune questioned. 


"Is that a problem?" Hjordis warned. 


"It just strikes me as curious. I mean, we almost always face groups of only men or, failing 


that, they're mixed. I think this is the first time we've encountered a group of only women." 


"It's good to change things up from time to time," Karl added. "Apparently, they are on 
our level. It was worth accepting this mission," he admitted, clenching his fists with 


excitement. 


They walked for a few more minutes until they reached the point where they had 
separated shortly after arriving in the city. The same rusted cars, the collapsed walls on the 


road, everything was practically the same as they had left it. 


Despite only about an hour and a half passing since they split, the place made them reflect 


on the danger they had faced just minutes ago when they realized they had been located. 


"Hjordis, how are you feeling?" Karl asked. 


"Like I've been attacked by a mountain lion while falling down a hill," she snapped, 
raising her arms from her companions' necks and standing up. "I'll live, don't worry," she 


concluded, putting her fingers into the left pocket of her shorts. 


"I'm glad to hear that. Holger, please find Sweet charity and carry her for a while; I think 


we'll need her." 


"Understood," Holger responded before heading towards the car where he had dropped 


the bag with the heavy object. 


"It's been a while since you've used it," Hjordis emphasized while tying her hair back into 


a ponytail with a hair tie she had taken from her pocket. "Do you really think it's worth it?" 


"If what you told me is how it happened, I think it's worth bringing her, just in case," Karl 


concluded, smiling confidently. 


A gunshot was heard in the distance, causing the A.E to be on alert. They remained silent, 
trying to triangulate the position of the shot. They heard two more shots along with sounds 


resembling metal collisions. 


"Those come from those buildings," Rune pointed to one of the streets. "That's where 


Signe headed when we separated. He might be fighting the shooter." 


"Let's go there, quickly!" Karl ordered. 


The A.E ran towards where Rune had indicated and followed the echoes of the attacks to 


try to locate their comrade. 


"That idiot is probably just playing with the shooter," Hjordis suspected. "You know how 


much he likes to show off his talent." 


"T don't blame him," Arvid declared. "If I could do the same, I wouldn't hold back." 


"I agree," Rune concurred. "It's as if he's come out of a science fiction movie." 


"Too bad our story is fantasy," Karl exclaimed with a laugh as he ran alongside his 


companions. 


They followed the echoes of the attacks until they reached the street where Signe had 
repelled the bullets from the shooter. There, they stopped and witnessed a scene they didn't 


expect to see. 


Signe stood at the left end of the street, and on the other side was a young woman with 
reddish, curly hair. She was lying on the ground, holding a kind of rifle with a wooden handle 
that she slowly reloaded and proceeded to shoot at Signe. He diverted the projectile with one 
of his swords, while behind him lay an unconscious woman whom he held with his left hand 


by the vest she wore. 


The woman with reddish hair looked at him with fury and desperation, repeating the 
process of reloading and shooting only to see the projectile deflected by the young man with 


white hair. 


The A.E regained their senses after three shots from the woman and approached their 
comrade. There, Karl, Hjordis, and Arvid threw their respective weapons at the shooter, 


causing her to stand up and flee, leaving the rifle behind. 


They tried to follow her, but Signe shouted at them to stop, which made them freeze due 


to how furious he sounded. 


"We should follow her now that she's weak," Hjordis suggested. 


"We already have the advantage," Signe affirmed, collapsing on the ground without 
letting go of the unconscious woman. "This one here is still alive, and apparently, she's very 


important to that redhead," he panted, releasing the woman. 


"What happened?" Holger inquired. 


"I don't think I have the strength to tell the whole story, but in short, this one I have here 
was the one who shot at us. I saw her heading in this direction and positioned myself in a 
clear spot for her to shoot me. I deflected all her bullets, and knowing where they came from, 


I ran towards her." 


"I told you he just wanted to show off." Hjerdis recalled, lifting her gaze slightly. 


"As I was saying... as I attempted to reach the building where she was, the redhead 
attacked me with a pair of rapiers and almost gouged my eyes out. She wasn't very strong, 
but she knew how to use those things. She was fast and knew where and when to aim to 
seriously injure me. We fought for a while until I managed to break one of her rapiers by 
cutting it between with my two swords, making her less dangerous. That's when I cornered 


her behind a van where, if it weren't for her companion, I would have cut her throat." 


"Are you referring to her?" Arvid asked, pointing to the unconscious woman. 


"This one came down from the floor where she was and hit me behind the head with the 
rifle butt. I managed to react and wrest it from her; then, I kneed her in the stomach and 
punched her chin. I thought about finishing off the redhead, but I was exhausted, and I knew 
I could use her companion as a human shield. So, I took one of my swords and moved to the 


other side of the street, where I waited for the attack." 


"The redhead shot at me with her friend's rifle, and I focused on deflecting the shots, 
knowing that I was buying time for you to arrive. Which, as you can see, happened." Signe 


concluded with a smile. 


"Are these the rapiers you were talking about?" Rune asked from a distance, holding one 


complete rapier and the other with half of the blade broken. 


"Yes, it's been a while since I was attacked with two weapons at once. She has good taste, 
I must admit. Damn, I'd love a cigarette right now." Signe declared, getting up and dropping 


the woman's head onto his boot. 


The A.E stared at the woman who breathed rhythmically with her eyes closed while lying 


on the ground. 


"I still don't understand how she could shoot." Arvid emphasized. "Supposedly, inentropy 


makes firearms useless." 


" 


"Maybe it's because she didn't shoot with a 'firearm.' Rune affirmed, holding the rifle as 


he walked towards his comrades. 


"What do you mean?" Holger asked, confused. 


"It's not a firearm in the strict sense of the word but a compressed air weapon." Rune 
explained. "I know from the ammunition; it doesn't contain gunpowder. It's more accurate to 
say that the mechanism propelling the projectile operates through a system of springs and air 
that propels the bullet. It's less powerful but equally lethal in the hands of an experienced 


shooter." 


"Incredible." Arvid admitted, contemplating the weapon in Rune's hands. 


"Do you want it? I think it would suit you better than any of us." Rune said, extending 


the weapon towards his companion. 


"Really? Thanks." Arvid responded, accepting the weapon and examining it with his 


fingers. 


The A.E began to discuss what they should do with the woman on the ground. Some 
suggested tying her up and gagging her, while others proposed executing and leaving her in 


a clear spot for the others to come out of hiding. 


While this was happening, Rune focused on the figure of the woman. She wore a dark 
sleeveless suit with a bulletproof vest and military boots. Her black hair with bluish highlights 
was tied in a slightly bulkier ponytail than Hjordis', and she wore protective goggles over her 
eyes. The detail that intrigued him the most was her left thumb; it had an elongated violet- 
colored artificial nail that clashed with the rest. He didn't pay much attention to it, but he felt 


that something was off with that. 


After a couple of minutes of the A.E discussing the woman's fate, she gradually began to 
open her eyes. In a matter of seconds, she looked around to understand what was happening. 
Her companion was gone, her enemies were arguing, the man who had attacked her was 


standing in front of her, and worst of all, she didn't have her rifle. 


This made her heart race, and in a swift movement, she raised her arm to deliver a punch 


to the back of Signe's knee, causing him to fall while groaning in pain. 


The woman, without wasting a second, turned around and stood against the building's 


wall while the A.E turned and stared at her in amazement. 


She quickly looked at each one of them and realized she was cornered. So, she closed her 
eyes and, with an expression of anguish, swiftly moved her left hand towards her mouth, 


placing her thumb almost touching her teeth. 


What she felt at that moment wasn't the artificial nail being bitten, nor the content of it 


going down her throat, but a sharp object stabbing her hand, causing her to halt the act. 


In front of her stood Rune, who had thrown one of the few throwing knives he had left at 


her hand, then shouted to his comrades to hold her arms. 


The others rushed towards her, restraining all four of her limbs, leaving her struggling 
and braying in desperation. The woman looked down and proceeded to bite her tongue hard, 


but Hjerdis noticed this and hit her jaw precisely. 


Rune approached and placed a piece of cloth as a makeshift gag in her mouth to prevent 


her from biting her tongue or whistling. 


"That thing of the nail was very clever," he affirmed, tying the cloth with some difficulty 


due to her resistance. "Luckily, I noticed in time." 


Rune grabbed the woman's left hand and pressed the tip of the nail with his thumb and 
index finger. In a swift motion, he separated it from the thumb, and the woman barely 
flinched. The finger didn't bleed; the flesh under the nail was healed, uniform in color, as if 


it had been the result of surgical removal. 


Rune inspected the nail and noticed that it was composed of a gel containing a capsule 


floating statically in the transparent material. 


"It must be a suicide capsule," he concluded. 


"Like cyanide molars?" Karl asked. "You know, those used by spies and Nazis in World 


War II." 


"That's an urban myth. This is more similar to what those KGB guys used," he continued 
to explain while holding the object in his fingers and examining it against the light. "The 


point is, these ladies are not lightweights." 


"If they're willing to die to avoid capture, they deserve some recognition," admitted 
Hjerdis, holding the woman's hands being tied by Arvid. "Now let's see what you have here." 
She inspected the woman's vest, removing all weapons and ammunition. When she finished, 
she unbuttoned it, letting it fall and exposing the torso, protected only by the upper part of 


her uniform. "Holy crap..." 


"What's the matter?" Holger asked, observing Hjordis, who was attentively looking at the 


woman's chest. 


"Nothing... she's clean now. I say we take her near the border." 


A sound like a gunshot, only sharper, echoed in the area. Arvid saw how the woman 
lowered her head and contemplated the tiny object embedded in her shoulder. She recognized 
it; it was one of the darts they had been attacked with a few minutes ago, only this one had 


blue threads instead of red. 


The woman collapsed shortly after being hit by the projectile, forcing Arvid and Holger 


to hold her. 


The A.E turned their gaze to the building across the street. There, on the second floor, 
was the brown-haired girl with amber eyes, aiming with her left hand at the spot where the 


woman was. 


"You," Arvid hissed, looking at her suspiciously. 


Gradually, the rest of the women who had attacked them appeared next to the brown- 


haired girl. 


There they were: the short-haired violet one, the blonde with gauntlets, the scythe- 
wielding one who now didn't wear her mask, the redhead, and finally, the whip-wielding one. 
The latter positioned herself in the center and slightly ahead of the others with the same 


serious and unchanging expression that Rune recognized very well. 


She sighed lightly, closed her eyes, and, after this, looked down at the A.E beneath her 


and asked: 
"English?" in a strong but neutral voice that echoed in the empty building. 
"Yeah," Karl responded. 


"I see," she continued in English with a slight British accent. "The person you have there 


is Our companion, and we want her back." 
"You shouldn't have taken her out if that's what you wanted," Arvid asserted. 


"She's only unconscious," explained the amber-eyed girl. "Just in case you thought of 


torturing her," she finished winking at Arvid. 


Arvid examined the dart and understood that the color of the threads on the back should 


indicate the type of poison used; this was a narcotic, not a lethal agent. 


"As I was saying," continued the whip-wielding woman. "We want our companion back. 


We are willing to negotiate." 


"If you want to negotiate, you should come down here and ask us face to face," demanded 


Hjordis. "I personally want to discuss hand to hand with that scythe-wielding dwarf." 


The young woman in question took a step back; the redhead touched her shoulder, and 


she calmed down a bit. 


"We can reach an agreement," the woman with the whips insisted. "If you wish, we can 
negotiate a ceasefire with the country you're fighting against. We could also give you a certain 


time advantage after you get out the inentropy zone." 


"That's just a bluff," Rune argued. "You want to distract us so that your forces are 


complete and outnumber us, isn't that right?" 


"Are you still mad about the backpack? Or is it about the bruises on your arms?" The 


woman asked sarcastically, looking directly at Rune. 


The argument escalated with these words. Both groups refused to give in, and 
negotiations turned from simple demands into shouts and accusations, with the woman with 


the whips seeming to be the only one keeping her calm. 


After a few minutes of useless debate, the women requested a timeout to clear their minds 
and continue. They warned the A.E. that they had set a few traps on the ground floor of the 


building, so they shouldn't approach to attack them. 


The woman with the whips walked to the center of a room on the second floor, crouched 
down, crossed her fingers, and looked down thoughtfully. The others stood side by side in a 


circle, with her at the top center. 


"Lucy," the amber-eyed girl asked, "are you okay?" 


"No, I'm not okay," Lucille replied. "I think we should have executed her." 


"You know very well you couldn't forgive yourself for that," the redhead said. "We can 
still rescue her. Besides, those don't seem like simple brainless barbarians. Savage, yes, but 


not brainless," she admitted, rubbing her neck with her right hand. 


"Executing her might have been what she wanted," the violet-haired girl affirmed. 


"Nicole!" the amber-eyed girl reprimanded. "I know Colette is willing to give her all in 


missions, but even she wants to live, just like all of us..." 


"Emery, please don't bore us with your sentimentality," Nicole complained, checking the 
nails on her left hand. "I already have enough trouble with you delaying me when that damn 
woman with the crossbow almost make me lose my eye," she finished, touching the bandage 


on the upper left side of her forehead. 


"That wasn't my fault! How the fuck was I supposed to know she had a hidden weapon?" 


"Both of you, just shut up!" the blonde girl shouted at her companions, who looked at her 
surprised and somewhat frightened. "We can argue later about who screwed up and who 


didn't. For now, let's think about how to recover Colette. Understood?" 


"Understood, Carrie," the two said in unison. 


"Perfect. Now, do you have any plans?" Carrie asked Lucille. 


The latter remained in the same position as at the beginning as her eyes moved in various 


directions, murmuring words quietly. This continued for a few seconds until she said: 


"Suggestions, I have no ideas, and time is running out." 


"I can't think of anything," Carrie affirmed. 


"What a surprise," Nicole said sarcastically. 


"I haven't heard you propose anything; that blow didn't let you without and eye, but 


without a piece of your brain." 


"Please, both of you, don't start. We have to think of a plan," Emery pleaded. 


"They have the upper hand, and we're just losing time here," the redhead asserted. "We 


may have to surprise-attack them and hope Colette doesn't get too injured in the process." 


"Clau, you can't be serious..." Carrie said incredulously. 


"I also want to get her back safe and sound, but you two didn't face that white-haired 
bastard. If he could handle both of us separately, together with his comrades, we might not 


have a chance." 


"What do you say, Ryou?" Lucille asked the scythe-wielding girl. 


The others turned to look at their teammate, who was at the opposite end of Lucille in the 
circle. She gave a slight jump and babbled nonsensically as she slowly moved her hand 


toward the mask in her jacket pocket. 


"No!" Lucille exclaimed. "I need you, not Kyou. Give us your opinion." 


Ryou withdrew her fingers from the mask and squeezed her jacket with her fingers as she 


looked at the center of the circle, then said: 


"I think... we can play by their rules... maybe." 


"What do you mean?" Claudine asked. 


"Well... almost all of them are guys, right?" Ryou asked. 


"Yes, there are four men and two women," Lucille affirmed. 


"Although the crossbow girl was a bit tomboyish, I think she could even rival Carrie," 


Nicole joked, pointing to her companion. 


"Shut up," Carrie demanded. "So, Ryou, what are you getting at?" 


"You know how guys are... or don't you?" Ryou asked. 


All of them looked at each other in silence and then smiled. Even Lucille gave a faint 


smile as she separated her hands and stood up from the circle. 
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The A.E. checked their weapons and tended to their wounds inside the building in front 
of their adversaries. Karl kept watch with binoculars borrowed from Rune, while Colette lay 
sleeping on an improvised mattress made from the pieces of a worn-out couch in the reception 


area. 


"I can't believe we're at a standstill," Signe asserted, cleaning the blades of his swords. 
"We should cut the sleeping beauty's throat and force them to come out, then cut their 


throats." 


"If only it were as simple as you say," Rune argued, organizing the contents of a backpack 
he had found in the building. "That woman with the whips is a serious matter. If she cares for 


her companion enough to negotiate, she's willing to do anything for her team." 


"It's no different from us," Holger said, applying bandages to Hjordis. "I think they're a 


very united team." 


"More than us? I doubt it," Hjordis asserted. "We have at least a hundred years of 
brotherhood. I want to see how they surpass that." She finished with a pained expression as 


they applied a bandage to her shoulder. 


"What we do know is that we have the advantage," Arvid admitted, checking the sight of 


her new rifle. "We should use that before it gets later. We still have a few hours before it gets 


dark." 


"Yes, in this place, the darkness must be horrible," Rune affirmed. "No flashlights, no 


torches. All we have to guide us in the dark are a few glow sticks." 


"Will they work?" Holger asked. 


"For less time than usual, but it's better than nothing." 


"Guys, they're coming out!" Karl exclaimed, still observing through the window. "Come 


here, I think they're going to talk." 


The A.E. approached the window and observed the women again in the same position as 


before, looking at them from the second floor, with Lucille at the forefront. 


They exited the building and stared at the women; Lucille spoke. 


"Where is our companion?" 


"Still inside," Karl responded, "as asleep as you left her." 


"Bring her. We want to see that she's okay, and then we'll tell you our proposal." 


"Holger, go get her," Karl ordered. 


His companion hurried to enter the building, returning shortly after carrying Colette in 


his arms. 
"All right. Now we can negotiate properly." 
"What do you propose?" 
Lucille took a breath, sighed, and continued with her offer. 
"How about a 'one vs. one'?" 


Lucille's words seemed to silence all other sounds around them. The A.E. looked at her 


with a mix of confusion and surprise on their faces. 


Karl suppressed a laugh and cleared his throat. He took a few steps forward, smiling at 


Lucille, and asked: 
"Between whom?" 


"I suppose you're the leader," Lucille inferred. "I'm the leader of this group. I suggest that 


you and I face each other in a duel, just the two of us." 
"Topless?" Karl suggested. 
"No!" Carrie, Claudine, Emery, and Ryou exclaimed. 


"Don't blame me for trying," Karl affirmed, turning to his companions, who chuckled 


quietly. "What if I win?" 


"We'll surrender, and we'll let you pass outside the inentropy zone," Lucille responded. "I 


guess that's what those who hired you want." 


"And if you were to win? We're not going to retreat so easily," Karl warned. 


"We just want our companion. IfI win, you return her to us safe and sound, and we declare 


a ceasefire so that both groups can rest and regroup. Does that sound fair?" 


At the end of her proposal, the A.E. gathered and discussed their adversaries' offer. There 
were doubts about the risks of accepting the deal, but realizing that not only did they have 
the advantage, but the deal also implied more benefits for them than for the women, they 


decided to accept. Not without suggesting something before agreeing. 


"We've talked, and we've decided to accept your proposal," Karl said to Lucille. 


"Understood. In that case, let's..." 


"But we have a couple of conditions," he interrupted, raising his palm and placing it in 


front of her. 


"What would those conditions be?" 


"First of all, we will choose the location. Do you know the city's soccer stadium?" 


"Yes, it's over a mile to the northwest." 


"I think it's a good place for the match, open field, stable ground, and seats for our teams 


to watch us." 


Lucille turned to her companions, and they all nodded slightly at the suggestion. 


"We accept. What is the second condition?" she asked. 


"There will be someone responsible for stopping the fight on each side. You will choose 


one of yours, and we will choose one of ours. If either of us becomes unconscious or 


surrenders, that person will be responsible for preventing the other from killing their 


opponent. What do you think?" 


Again, she turned, and this time her companions hesitated a bit. Still, they agreed, seeing 


that it was fair and made it more challenging for their leader to die during the duel. 


"We agree." 


"Perfect," Karl expressed. 


"I suggest we take a break for both groups to rest and eat. We'll meet at noon at the 


stadium. Don't be late, and be careful with our companion." 


"We'll handle her with the utmost care; don't worry. What do we do if she wakes up?" 


Karl asked. 


"The dart we shot her with should keep her asleep for about six hours; only one has 


passed. When she wakes up, she'll already be back with us. See you at the stadium." 


With these words, Lucille and the others left, leaving Karl and his group surprised by her 


last statement. 


"You heard her," Karl said. "Let's eat something; I'm starving." 


The A.E. headed inside the building and took out some combat ration bags, from which 
they ate while drinking water from their canteens. While this happened, Karl could only think 
about that young woman with the whips; something about her intrigued him, although he 


didn't know exactly why. But he would soon find out... 
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The wind blew in the stadium, which was empty and worn due to the lack of maintenance 
and exposure to the elements. The sun illuminated the center of the sky, covered by the clouds 


of the place, allowing only a part of its radiance to reach the gloomy city. 


Both groups had moved to the agreed-upon location, thanks to the maps they had 
memorized; it was not difficult for them to arrive on time. From the south entrance came the 
group of women, now looking a bit less unkempt, with some changes of clothes and treated 


wounds. 


Lucille remained practically the same, except that the ribbon in her hair was now dark 
blue with gold details instead of the hazel color she wore during her fight with Rune. The 
A.E. entered from the north, and Holger once again carried Colette, wrapped in a blanket to 


protect her from the cold winds. 


Karl and Holger headed to the center of the stadium, while the rest of the A.E. positioned 
themselves in the stands. Lucille and Carrie did the same, and their companions also sat on 


the benches, but on the opposite side of the A.E. 


"As promised, safe and sound," Karl said, pointing with both palms at Colette, who was 


being held by Holger. 


"That's what I see," observed Lucille. "I suppose that's your person in charge" 


"Exactly, this big guy will protect me in case I can't handle you." Karl patted Holger on 


the shoulder. "That blonde over there must be yours, right?" 


"Indeed," replied Lucille, placing her arm in front of Carrie and turning to look at her 


seriously. "What are you going to do with Colette?" 


"So, that's her name? My other companions will keep an eye on her, while my guy in 


charge will be in the front row. Any problem with that?" 


"I guess not. Do you have any objections, Carrie?" 


"None," she replied seriously. 


Both Carrie and Holger turned around and went to their respective places. Colette was 
placed behind the A.E.'s benches, and then Holger went to the front row just behind his 
captain. Carrie, on the other hand, sat on the opposite side while watching her leader with 


some doubt. 


"By the way, now that I think about it, we haven't introduced ourselves." Karl said as he 


stretched. 


"I don't think it's necessary," Lucille affirmed, checking her whips and adjusting her belt. 


"That way, I can tell Colette who lost." He grinned mischievously. 


"Lucille," she replied after sighing softly. 


"Lucille... what a beautiful name. I'm Karl, son of Bjérn." 


"Don't you have a last name?" 


"Neither you." 


Lucille placed her hand over her mouth and averted her gaze, attempting to conceal the 


smile that Karl's comment had drawn on her face. 


"How shall we begin?" she asked. 


"What if both groups count from ten to one?" Karl suggested, wielding his axes. 


"Fine. Carrie," Lucille exclaimed to her companion, "tell them to count from ten to one 


along with the others." 


"Did you hear that, big guy?" Karl asked Holger, who nodded. 


Both persons in charge received the message and communicated it to their respective 
groups. They returned to the front row and waited for their leaders to signal them to start 


counting. 


When both were facing each other, with their weapons firmly in hand, they turned to their 


comrades and nodded. 


And so, it began. 


Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one... 


In a swift motion, Karl threw the axe in his right hand towards Lucille's left hand. She 
remained unfazed. The weapon seemed to disappear into thin air without causing her the 
slightest harm. Instead, her whip was extended over her head, and Karl noticed that his axe 


was entangled at the tip of it. 


She pulled the weapon and swung it sideways, aiming at Karl's face. He blocked the 
impact with his other axe while gripping the handle of the one entangled in the whip, which 


twisted and returned to its wielder. 


"Not bad," Karl affirmed. "Let's see how well you handle this." 


Karl swiftly attacked Lucille, who stepped back and began moving her arms, causing the 
whips to wave with force. The cracks of the weapon against the wind could be heard from 


the stands where both groups watched Karl struggle to evade the blows. His movements were 


far from normal; instead of systematically avoiding the weapon with his legs, hips, and torso, 


he moved as if dancing to festival music. 


Lucille observed this with curiosity while continuing to attack. She subtly tried to change 


the rhythm of her offensives to distract her opponent. 


Karl continued his dance of evasions until, at one point, he threw both axes over his head, 
making them rotate several feet above the range of the whips before start falling. Below him, 
he had more freedom to perform spins with his arms and legs. Now, he wasn't a festival 
dancer but rather a breakdance performer in a neighborhood competition, with his legs 


spinning and his head as a point of support. 


Lucille was surprised by the blonde man's skill in dodging her whips. But as she watched 


the axes gradually descend toward him, she knew she had the advantage in that fight. 


The two weapons rotated as they fell, almost reaching the range of the whips. When they 
were a few inches from colliding with them, Lucille tensed the handles, and the straps stopped 


attacking Karl, instead rising toward where the axes were. 
She continued the movement, watching her opponent with disappointment. 


This didn't last long, as Karl, still upside down, placed both hands on the ground and 
propelled himself with his arms while kicking toward the sky in synchrony. This caused his 


legs to get in the way of the whips and become entangled in the area around his ankles. 


He fell and crashed backward into the withered grass of the field, the axes descended, 


and he caught them, stopping their movement abruptly. 


Without wasting a second, Lucille quickly moved the handle of her whips, and the tips 


loosened their grip, freeing Karl from the knot, then retracted toward where she stood. 


"Not bad," Nicole said, sitting in the stands. 


"She's just warming up," Claudine affirmed, playing with her curls entwined around her 


index finger. "Although I must admit that fool seems to know what he's doing." 


"I don't think he stands a chance," Emery declared, smiling confidently. "His weapons 


are short-range, as long as Lucy keeps her distance, that guy can't win." 


"No... I think... he's hiding something," Ryou murmured seriously. 


"Did you say something?" Claudine asked. 


"I said... I think he's handsome..." Ryou replied a little nervously. 


The rest of the women looked at each other and then turned to Karl. He jumped up from 
the ground and turned his head, flexing the muscles in his neck, while Lucille took a few 


steps back. 


Then they all made facial expressions, mouth movements, and hand gestures, indicating 


some uncertainty in their aesthetic evaluations of the blonde man. 


"You should have taken advantage and attacked me while I was on the ground," Karl 
affirmed, twirling one of his axes, throwing it, and catching it again. He repeated the 


movement as he spoke. "Are you holding back?" 


"I'm just evaluating your capabilities," she admitted. 


"Don't evaluate too much; you might not get to draft your conclusions." He finished, 


looking at her with his characteristic smile. 


Lucille didn't respond; she stayed in the same spot with her whips extended to the sides 


and a firm stance, both legs together and heels slightly off the ground. 


Karl dropped his axe in the air one last time before gripping it by the chain and starting 
to spin it in his hand to throw it at his opponent. This attack was directed straight at her face, 


so she couldn't entangle her whip with it as easily as before. 


The woman looked at the spinning weapon approaching her, then reversed the grip of the 
whip, placing the handle's tip at the top. With this adjustment, she was able to repel the 


weapon with a quick and precise strike, causing it to deviate from its trajectory to the side. 


She thought this was a bad move on her opponent's part, but then she observed another 
axe being thrown, not at her, but in the direction where the deflected one was falling. Both 
axes collided on their edges, and the one that had been deflected began to spin back towards 


Lucille. 


She watched the weapon nervously and stepped back, ensuring her face wouldn't be 
cleaved in half. She narrowly avoided the blade, even feeling her dark-brownish bangs being 


moved by the weapon's edge. 


Karl caught the axe he had thrown to alter its trajectory, which returned to his hand due 
to the rebound. Almost simultaneously, he drew another one hidden beneath one of the furs 
adorning the top of his uniform. He spun it in the same way and threw it towards the one that 


almost cut Lucille, that hadn't touched the ground yet, causing it to bounce. 


She stepped back again, dodging the swing but not the shock of the moment. 


Thus, Karl pulled more axes from the spaces between his clothes, one, two, three. In total 
he threw six axes, which bounced, clashed their blades, and returned to his hands to repeat 


the movement. This all happened in a rapid offensive showcasing the Viking's skill. 


Lucille retreated as she tried to wave her whips to block or entangle one of the axes. 
However, the constant clash made it difficult for her to predict the movements or calculate 


the correct trajectory for a counterattack. 


On the south side of the stands, her teammates watched absorbed in this spectacle of 


throws towards their leader, who no longer looked as serene as at the beginning. 


Meanwhile, in the north zone of the stadium, the A.E admired their captain as he 
recovered and took the lead in the confrontation. Their smiling and confident faces 


demonstrated how well they knew and appreciated him for his combat prowess. 
"Now comes the juggling," Rune said. 
"He always does that..." Signe seconded. 


Karl started to throw the axes over his head when they returned to him and continued the 
attack. They spun a bit and were thrown back towards Lucille. It was similar to how a circus 


artist would handle balls, only with very dangerous weapons. 


The offensive became a bit slower but more difficult to predict, as no one knew which 


axe he would use next. 


After a few throws, Lucille stopped for a brief moment. This was enough for the edge of 


one of the weapons to graze her left ear, causing a superficial cut. 


Her green eyes widened, and she heard the axe falling to the grass behind her. 


Karl grabbed each of the returning axes one by one, leaving him with five out of the six. 


He observed Lucille and said: 


"I hadn't seen that expression before. You should try smiling more. Fear doesn't suit your 


beautiful face." 


Lucille's fingers felt the cut and lightly touched the earring on the lobe, she looked at her 


fingers covered in a bit of blood. At that moment her face changed to one of slight anger. 


"Oh no," Emery expressed with concern. 


"Oh yes," Carrie said, still sitting in the front row. 


Lucille firmly gripped her whips and moved them quickly and intensely in the air. With 
one of them, she tied the axe behind her and threw it in front of her, away from where Karl 


stood but with enough force for it to embed itself in one of the benches on the north side. 


"Very clever." Admitted Karl. 


She ran towards her opponent and began to swing the whips forcefully. He threw three of 


the remaining five axes and proceeded to grip the other two to try to cut Lucille. 


Thus, it began, a series of close-range lashes that Karl struggled to dodge and axe strikes 


that she avoided, some thrown and others wielded. 


They continued this act for about five minutes until Lucille, after much effort, managed 
to deflect four of the six remaining axes that Karl had, leaving him with only one. The rest 
were embedded in the lower fence of the south side stands a few feet from where Carrie was 


sitting. 


She stood breathing heavily, looking down as she felt her legs trembling and sweat 


dripping from her forehead. 


"Do you want to have a timeout?" Karl asked sincerely. 


"Bite me!" Lucille responded angrily, wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. 


"Alright, I'll have a break. You should take advantage of it." 


Lucille wanted to continue, but in her thoughts, she knew she was too tired to let a brief 
rest pass. So, she didn't accept, but also didn't reject the man's proposition either; she just 


watched him head towards the north stands. 


"Holger," Karl said. "Bring the Sweet charity." 


"Are you serious?" he asked with a hint of excitement in his voice. 


"Very serious. This woman deserves it, and I deserve to have a bit of fun..." Karl 


concluded with a broad smile on his face. 


Holger climbed the steps somewhat clumsily and reached where his companions were 
sitting. There, he took the black bag that he had left inside one of the cars just a few hours 
ago. He carried it with some difficulty and descended slowly, causing the wooden steps to 


creak under the weight. 
The rest of the A.E watched this with surprise and excitement on their faces. 


Holger descended to step on the field and approached Karl slowly. There, he handed over 
the heavy bag, tilting his head as if a vassal were kneeling and offering his crown to the king 


he served. 


Karl held it with both hands and, with some difficulty, carried it to the center of the field. 


"What is that?" Ryou asked. 


"I don't know, it looks like a sports bag, one of those where weights are kept," Emery 


explained. 


"Is he going to throw dumbbells instead of axes?" Nicole asked sarcastically. "That I'd 


like to see." 


"Aren't you worried about her?" Ryou asked. 


"She's a bit tired, but she knows what she's doing," Claudine replied. "I hope..." 


Karl reached the center of the field and dropped the heavy bag. Lucille stared at him, now 


with more stable breathing and a somewhat firmer posture. 


He picked up the axe he had dropped on the ground before talking to Holger and looked 
at Lucille with a mocking grin. Then, he threw the weapon behind him without averting his 


gaze, and it embedded itself in the north side fence, vibrating slightly upon impact. 


"What is that?" Lucille asked. 


"A gift that I only offer to those who manage to entertain me," Karl crouched down and 


slowly opened the bag, "you're going to love it." 


The bag opened, and from it, Karl pulled out a heavy dark metal object. It was a large axe 
blade extensively chained to a metal piece resembling a hexagon about 20 inches long, which 


looked very difficult to maneuver. 


Lucille opened her eyes slightly and was surprised as well as intrigued by the object her 


opponent wielded. 


"Can you handle that thing?" she asked. 


"You'll find out soon." He responded, holding one end of the long chain in each hand. 


"Ready to give up?" 


Lucille smiled slightly, put both whips on her belt, and then tightly clenched the ribbon 


with which she tied her hair. 


"You'd love that, wouldn't you?" 


"Truth is, I wouldn't." 


Lucille carefully observed the weapon and understood that if she were to be hit by either 
end, her life would be in danger. Therefore, she took one of the whips, placed the handle 


between her teeth, and bit down hard. Karl watched this with some intrigue. 


The woman then pressed the buckle of her belt with her right hand and pulled it slowly, 
revealing what seemed to be a thin hilt covered in a purple fabric. As the object was drawn 


out, a metallic shine gleamed among Lucille's dark clothes. 


When she finished unsheathing the elongated object, she stood there with a whip in her 
left hand, the second one in her mouth, and a in her right hand very thin sword, as extensive 


as her whips, which swayed with the slightest movement. 


Cheers of excitement echoed from the stands in the southern zone. Some of her 
teammates stood up while others embraced each other. Even Carrie, who remained alone, 


couldn't help but clasp her hands together in excitement while smiling warmly. 


A whistle was heard from the side where Karl was. He focused on the elongated sword 


and asked: 


"India?" 


"Japan," Lucille replied with difficulty, as the whip was still in her mouth. 


"I've been there once; it might make me nostalgic." 


The two fighters got into position, Karl holding both ends of Sweet Charity and Lucille 


extending both the whip in her left hand and the thin sword in her right. 


This time, no countdown was needed. They both charged at each other, maneuvering their 
respective weapons with such force that the grass around them waved due to the wind 


produced by their attacks. 


Karl swung both ends of Sweet Charity with a strength that seemed inhuman, moving his 
torso and head from side to side, attempting to dodge Lucille's attacks. She, on the other hand, 
changed her fighting style. She no longer had both feet on the ground but leaped and flexed 


her body gracefully, similar to a ballet dancer during a performance. 


The acrobatics she performed while releasing the grips of the whips and sword, only to 


grab them with her free hand afterward, were a spectacle for both allies and enemies. 


Between them, they managed to mutually dodge most of their attacks. Those that didn't, 
resulted in bruises, cuts, scratches, and the occasional minor sprain due to the force applied 


to their limbs. 


The blade of Sweet Charity, as well as its heavy metal piece, were several times on the 


verge of impacting Lucille's vital points. However, she managed to evade these offensives, 


either by jumping, stepping, or performing pirouettes in conjunction with her weapons, 


which, in more than one instance, nearly incapacitated Karl. 


Not only did he narrowly avoid the thin objects, but he also analyzed their trajectories 
while attacking, making sure not to get entangled or slacken the pace of his assaults, despite 


the heavy weapon already taking a toll on his endurance. 


The two teams watched this rain of attacks from their leaders with seriousness. They were 


no longer as excited as before, but their expressions denoted intrigue and concern. 
"Hey... is it just me, or does the captain look... different?" Signe asked. 
"Yeah... I haven't seen that expression since... ever," Rune admitted. 
"It's almost as if he's out of himself," Arvid added. 


"Almost as if he's... Focused?" Hjordis said with doubt, to which the others turned to look 


to her strangely. 


On the other side, Lucille's teammates were in a position similar to the AE, seriously 


watching their leader dance on the field, trying not to be hit while counterattacking. 


Emery observed more closely with the help of a pair of red binoculars that she took out 


shortly after the second assault began. 


"Girls... I may have gone crazy, but I think Lucy..." She stopped the sentence halfway, 


gripping the binoculars firmly. 
"What's happening? Come on, just say it," Claudine demanded. 


"I think she's having fun!" 


"What?!" Nicole asked in surprise. "Don't mess with me; give me those!" She said, taking 


the binoculars from Emery and using them to observe Lucille. 


Now seeing more closely, she noticed not only her leader's broad smile but also her eyes 
full of passion, as well as the way she moved, which resembled more that of a girl skipping 


rope with her friends than a warrior on the battlefield. 


"Je n'arrive pas a y croire..." Nicole muttered, passing the binoculars to Claudine. 


Both Claudine and Ryou used the binoculars and noticed that their leader was indeed in 
a state of ecstasy that they hadn't seen in a long time. The battle no longer seemed like a 
bother to her; instead, it was something she enjoyed. It was almost as if she had forgotten 


why she was doing all this. 


After a few minutes of the onslaught of attacks, the fighters separated and stood facing 
each other. They gasped for breath and stared intently at each other while struggling to hold 


their weapons. 


Karl no longer gripped the ends of Sweet Charity; instead, he let them fall to the ground 
and grabbed the chain that connected them. He exhaled several times while continuing to 


stare intently at Lucille, who observed him from the opposite side. 


She smiled as she hadn't done in a long time and dropped one of the two whips she held 


in her left hand, remaining with just one whip and the sword in her right hand. 


The atmosphere felt more tense than before. The two stopped blinking and locked their 


gazes, thinking to themselves: 


"A whip can entangle and strike, but it can't cut. A sword cuts but requires more skill than 
the whip. A nimble and clever woman, I like how she dresses, predicts my attacks; I must do 


something unpredictable, something that is not my style..." 


"If he's tired, he won't want to prolong the fight, so maybe he wants to finish this in one 
blow. The axe can cut, but he must have realized that I can dodge it more easily than the 
heavy metal piece on the other end; he'll want to hit me with it. Thinks my body is more 
fragile than his. He'll aim for my legs since he saw how I moved between his attacks. Most 
likely, he noticed that I've analyzed him in detail throughout the fight; he won't do something 


normal, although with how erratic he's been in the confrontation, he might do the opposite..." 


"A direct and obvious attack!" They both thought almost at the same time. 


They both got into position and looked at each other seriously before running directly 
toward each other. Karl released the part of Sweet Charity's blade and grasped the thick metal 


piece with both hands like a club; then, he lifted it, aiming for Lucille's skull. 


She foresaw this but decided to take a risk. She moved the whip outward and retracted it, 
aiming for Karl's eyes. All the while, she made the thin sword head directly toward the young 


blonde's neck. 


At that moment, time seemed to stand still for both of them. Their weapons were a few 
inches away from extinguishing each other's lives. Their gazes connected in what they 


thought would be the last time they would see. 


It was then that they perceived something they didn't expect to see in their eyes, a glow. 


In Lucille's eyes, Karl distinguished a shimmer of indigo color that reminded him of what 
he could notice about his companions, almost as if she had the same glow in her green eyes, 


but in a different color. 


In turn, Lucille noticed the blueish-green that illuminated the sky-blue pupils of her 
opponent. It was unmistakable, the same glow but a different color. The one that only she 


could see in her companions for so many years now... 


Both their weapons fell to the grass, and they felt their bodies lifted off the field. This 


continued until they collapsed near the fences of their respective team zones. 


Both Lucille and Karl saw each other from a distance while sitting on the grass, as Holger 


and Carrie breathed unevenly, watching them with concern. 


Their teams descended from the stands and went to where their leaders were, the A.E 
with Karl and the women with Lucille. Upon arrival, they bombarded them with several 
questions about their condition and reproached them for being so reckless as to consider 
losing their lives just for a fight. In addition, their persons in charge told them that if it weren't 


for their quick reaction, they would have died for sure. 


They paid no attention, all they could do was gaze into the distance as a million thoughts 


raced through their minds, making their hearts race. 


They both stood up and walked slowly; their teammates stopped their protests upon 
noticing their faces and the way they walked, like two dogs seeing for the first time, sniffing 


each other before going out to play. 


They didn't say anything; they just walked until they stood facing each other. Once 


confronted, they began to stare into their eyes without blinking for a single second. 


Silence took hold of the place. Both teams watched the scene in astonishment. Emery 
muttered to herself, "now kiss her," only to be reprimanded by Carrie, who elbowed her in 


the ribs, silencing her. 


Lucille held Karl's face and brought her face closer to his without breaking eye contact. 
There, they both noticed the characteristic glow in another shade reflected in each other's 


pupils, like a flame on a plate full of oil. 


She slowly released Karl's face and stared at him seriously. After a few seconds, Signe 


exclaimed: 


"Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on?" 


"Shut up, albino. She knows what she's doing... I think," replied Carrie. 


"What did you call me?" 


Signe took a few steps towards her, looking at her furiously, but Karl then raised his arm 


without turning, causing him to stop. 


"Lucille... Right?" he asked. 


"Yes. Your name is Karl, son of Bjérn, isn't it?" she replied. 


"Good memory. I'm surprised you pronounced it so well. You must be very good with 


languages." 


"I have... some experience. What about you?" 


"I don't like to brag, but I know a few," he responded in Latin. 


Lucille smiled and cleared her throat slightly before continuing. 


"A dead language is more than just another way of communication. It's a skill, one that 


few use in this era," she said in Latin. 


Both groups were dumbfounded to hear their leaders' conversation. It was very rare for 
someone to speak Latin fluently, especially if it wasn't in a profession involving science or 


law. 


"What other languages do you speak?" Lucille asked, not hiding her curiosity. 


"Some very old ones from the far north," he replied in Icelandic. 


"Norwegian? Or perhaps Finnish? I didn't understand what you said." 


"It's Icelandic, not like the current one, though." 


"Can you understand what I'm saying right now?" she asked in Japanese with a Meiji- 


era dialect. 


"Is that Japanese?" Karl asked with surprise. "It's a bit different from what I learned, but 


I could understand a few words." 


"Impressive. Can you speak French?" she asked in French. 


"Uh... Voulez-vous coucher avec moi ?" Karl replied with confusion. "That's all I can say 


in French." 


Lucille let out an audible laugh, closed her eyes, and leaned her arm on her belly. After a 


few seconds, she continued. 


"If only you knew what that sentence means... although you made me laugh, I'll give you 


that. It's been a long time since I laughed so much." 


"So... I guess this confirms it," Karl said seriously. 


"Yes... I think it does." 


"Holger!" Karl shouted. "Bring the sleeping beauty." 


Holger didn't object; he ran to the stands with some confusion and carried Colette before 
descending the steps one by one. He reached where his captain was and showed the still 


peacefully sleeping woman. 


"Thank you for not hurting her," Lucille expressed. "Girls! Please take her." 


Her teammates walked slowly and, together, lifted Colette, taking her out of Holger's 
arms, who gently let her go. After this, they stood next to Lucille and looked at her with 


strangeness. 


"Now what?" Karl asked. 


"I think we should talk. All of us should talk," Lucille emphasized. "How about we go to 
the stadium showers? When we entered, we saw that they were dry and relatively clean. I 


think it will serve to shelter and rest." 


"Sounds good. What do you guys think?" Karl asked, turning to the rest of the AE. 


His companions remained silent and looked at each other, worried about their captain's 
decision. In a low voice and reluctantly, they accepted this proposition, not without first 


looking suspiciously at the women in front of them. 


"What about you, girls?" Lucille asked her teammates. "Any objections?" 


All of them focused on Lucille's serious face and determined expression, which made 


them almost simultaneously shake their heads silently. 


With this, the two groups began to walk towards the interior of the stadium, the women 


in front and the A.E behind, as they were not as familiar with the site. 


They reached the shower area where both Karl and Lucille ordered their allies to lay tarps 
on the floor and leave their weapons in a corner opposite to that of their, until recently, 


enemies. 


When the floor was deemed suitable for comfortable seating, the groups organized 
themselves. On one side was Karl, with the A.E sitting at different distances from each other 
behind him. On the other end, Lucille lay in front of Karl, and to his right were Carrie, Nicole, 
and Claudine, while on the left were Emery and Ryou. Colette rested beside her companions' 


luggage on an improvised bed made with tarps against the wall behind where they had sat. 


"All right... Where do we start?" Karl asked. 


"I suppose we could introduce ourselves," Lucille suggested. "I think that can help lighten 


the mood." 


"What are you saying?" Nicole asked. "Until a few minutes ago, this guy tried to kill you, 


and almost..." 


Nicole's words abruptly ceased when her leader turned to look at her coldly. She 


apologized shortly afterward and turned to the opposite side, remaining silent. 


"Excuse her," Lucille said. "I think she's still upset because her face got injured. She's a 


bit... conceited." 


"Don't worry," Karl affirmed. 


"Her name is Nicole; beside her is Carrie, she was my woman in charge. The redhead is 
Claudine, but we call her Clau for short. The one who smiles a lot on my left is Emery," the 
girl in question waved timidly. "And the one who looks away is Ryou. You've seen Colette 


up close; she's still asleep over there." 


"A real pleasure. Isn't that right, guys?" Karl asked insistently. 


"It's a pleasure..." the A.E responded in unison behind Karl, in a subdued tone. 


"Now that you mentioned it, the one with white hair and a grumpy look is named Signe. 
The burly and tall one is our big guy; his name is Holger. The girl with the ponytail is Hjordis, 
and the one with the hood and red hair is..." Karl paused to look at Arvid; she nodded with 
her eyes closed, and he turned his head forward to continue. "... Arvid. Rune is the one dressed 


in black; I think you already met him up close." 


"Yes, he didn't fight so badly," Lucille affirmed. 


"Now that we've introduced ourselves," Signe said as he stood up, "I think we deserve an 
explanation. Why do you behave as if you've known each other for years? Where does all 


this confidence come from? Explain it to us." 


"That's right," Claudine agreed. "I also want to know why you act this way with this guy. 


I haven't seen you show so much confidence in someone, not even in us, in such a short time." 


"Don't exaggerate," Lucille protested. 


"We're not," Carrie emphasized firmly. 


"Can you also see it on them?" Karl asked. "A glow similar to a flame or a..." 


"layer of crystal-clear water covering their bodies?" Lucille continued, finishing Karl's 


sentence. "Yes, I see it." 


"What color is it?" 


"It's similar to indigo mixed with violet. It's hard to describe, but that's the closest match." 


"I see it in a bluish-green tone, like turquoise, only transparent. Can't you see it in my 


companions?" Karl asked with curiosity. 


"No, only in your eyes. I think it's the same for you." 


"Yes, not on them, but in your pupils, and only when I look closely." 


"Excuse me... what are you talking about?" Ryou asked. 


"Just stop whispering and tell us already! The suspense is killing me!" Hjordis demanded. 


"We're the same as you," Lucille replied. 


"What?" she asked, calming down a bit. 


"We have lived for a long time, through several lives. Reborn and dying, preserving our 
memories through the eras, some more challenging than others, but we always come back 


and reunite to continue fighting," she concluded, observing the A.E with seriousness. 


"Oh no," Rune said. 


"Oh no," Nicole repeated, placing her hand over her eyes and lowering her head. 


"Oh yeah!" Signe and Emery exclaimed in unison, rising from where they were sitting. 


The voices began to echo in the place, confusion, astonishment, disbelief, all blending 


into what seemed like a debate without agreed-upon turns for the speakers. 


After a few seconds of this act, Karl began to tap the top of his gloves, and the sharp and 
repetitive sounds made those who were talking pay attention again. He stopped, and they sat 


back down, although now with a less tense air between the teams. 


"I think we have many questions, but let's start with the most important ones," Lucille 


suggested. 


"Ladies first," Karl said. 


"What was your first life? I mean, what is the first one you remember?" 


"We all come from Iceland. From the year... Rune! What year did you say?" Karl asked. 


"From the 9th century, if I'm not mistaken," he replied confidently. 


"That, from the 9th century. We were a group of what they now call Vikings." 


"Vikings?" Lucille asked with a hint of distrust. "The ones who plundered, killed, raped, 


and enslaved?" 


"No. We lived in a settlement and were hired to fight against those who did that. We were 


sort of like bodyguards," Karl clarified. 


"I see... now you." 


"The same. Where do you come from?" 


"Except for Ryou, we were all born in France, although Clau a little later than the rest. To 
be more precise, we are from Burgundy in the first quarter of the 15th century. Clau is from 


18th-century France, and Ryou is from Japan during the Meiji era in the 19th century." 


"That explains that name of her," Karl remarked. "Now you." 


"How many times have you reincarnated?" 


"I think it's been..." Karl counted on his fingers as he recalled the lives he had spent with 


his companions. "Not counting the first one in Iceland, it's been five." 


"I understand. For us, this is the seventh. I think we are veterans compared to you," 


Lucille affirmed, smiling slightly. 


"Seven... impressive. Although, if you think about it, we were born before you. We are 


much older in terms of eras." 


"Perhaps so," Lucille paused. "The next question is, what potion did your group use?" 


"Excuse me?" 


"Did you use any herbs? Or perhaps another type of mushroom? So far, we haven't known 


of any other method that works." 


"I don't understand what you're talking about," Karl admitted, looking at her with 


confusion. "What potion?" 


All of Lucille's teammates, as well as herself, looked at each other as they murmured in 


what seemed to be French. 


The A.E observed them with intrigue during the time of their conversation. They tried to 
decipher what they were saying, but it was futile; none of them understood French, let alone 


the variant they were using to communicate. 


The murmurs ended, and Lucille turned to Karl with some disappointment. 


"I think we should stop here, at least for now." 


"What? But we barely shared a few things," Karl emphasized with disappointment. 


"It's better this way. There are many things we don't know that can compromise our 
agreement," Lucille affirmed. "To avoid starting off on the wrong foot, it's best that we 
carefully consider what we're going to tell the other side. That way, there won't be 


misunderstandings or distrust." 


"I suppose... it's something reasonable... I guess," Karl responded monotonously. 


"For now, we should separate, and each group should discuss the situation," Lucille 
suggested, getting up and looking at the A.E. "As a sign of trust, we'll tell you a place where 
you can camp safely. It's still too early for you to know details about our refuge, but I think 


this will be enough. What do you think?" she asked, addressing all the A.E. 


They murmured a bit and chose to accept, albeit with a hint of distrust, Lucille's proposal. 


After this, Lucille gave them directions on a map on how to reach a residential complex 
where they could spend the night relatively comfortably, and they would have an exterior 
view in case any of them came to talk. Karl, in turn, informed her that they had orders to send 
a signal to their contractors indicating the mission's status but that they could report a 
ceasefire to buy some time. Both Lucille and her teammates understood this and agreed not 


to react negatively to the yellow signals they would shoot into the sky. 


In this way, the two groups separated, the A.E heading towards the location indicated on 


the map, and Lucille and her team back to their hideout. 


38 2K 


Gunshots, whistles, metal clinks. Colette remembered all of that while lying asleep on a 
mattress that was somewhat familiar to her, as she had slept on it for a few weeks, but in her 
head, she only felt concern and anguish as she dreamt about what had happened until a few 


hours ago. 


She had moved to a nearby building after shooting at the group that had entered the area; 
one of them stopped her bullet with his gloved hand. This surprised her, but she took it as a 


stroke of luck by the young man with white hair. 


After positioning herself on the second floor of the building, she heard her companion 
whistle from the ground floor. She began communicating in code by moving the thin 


cylindrical whistle with the tip of her tongue and placing it between her lips. 


The rhythm of the whistles was heard, and between the two of them, they had the 


following conversation. 


"Shouldn't you be somewhere else? We're supposed to disperse," Claudine asked with 


the whistle system. 


"This place is right for me to shoot. You should go, find more open ground," Colette 


replied with whistles. 


"I'm good in dark places. If someone enters here, I'll kill them before they realize what 


happened." 


"'Do as you please, just let me do my job. I know what I'm doing." 


Colette watched as the young man with white hair, holding two swords, sprinting until he 
reached the space in front of the building where she was. There, she set up her rifle, placed 


her finger near the trigger, and aimed at the target in the street. 


It seemed too good to be true. The young man wasn't in cover, almost wore no protection, 
and had a low guard, in addition to both weapons touching the ground and his gaze looking 


lost. 


At first, she hesitated whether she should shoot him or not, but then she remembered how 


she had missed just a few minutes ago and made the decision to squeeze the trigger. 


The bullet shot directly towards his head, it seemed like a direct hit, but then she saw how 
a metallic object quickly intervened between the projectile and the young man's forehead. 


The weapon vibrated as the sound of metals clashing echoed. 
She couldn't believe it; her mind refused to think that this had happened twice in a row. 
She quickly reloaded the rifle and aimed again, this time at the left side of his chest. 
Once again, one of the swords deflected the bullet. 


She no longer thought; just focused on reloading the rifle almost robotically and 
squeezing the trigger again. At the foot, the knee, the lung, all the attacks were quickly 


blocked by the young man's swords, causing Colette to lose patience. 
Witnessing this, she whistled for her companion to hear. 
™"Clau, we have a problem." 


"What's the matter?" she whistled in response. 


"This bloody bastard is deflecting my bullets." 


"Does he have a shield, armor, or something like that?" 


"No, just two damn swords!'" she whistled with a faster rhythm. 


"What?! Stop messing with me." 


"I'm not joking; I shoot him, and it's as if he automatically moves his sword to block the 


shot." 


mt 


"Colette, dear. This isn't a movie. Humans can't do that. 


"Well, come here and use the rifle to see it for yourself. Wait... he's coming this way!" 
she whistled when she heard the young man shout, 'I found you, you bastard!' and then run 


towards the building where both of them were. 


The next thing was her trying to provide covering fire for Claudine, until she saw Signe 
subduing her. It was at that moment that she decided to descend from the building and 


approach to try to attack him from behind. 


It worked, but he was more skillful and not only took her rifle but also knocked her out. 


The other memories were somewhat blurrier. 


She opened her eyes and heard her enemies conversing; she noticed that she had hands 
and feet free, and the young man who had attacked her was standing in front of her. She hit 
him on the leg and got up only to realize that she was cornered. She closed her eyes and 
brought the nail of her thumb to her mouth. Before biting it, she felt a sting in her hand, then 


as they held her limbs. She tried to bite her tongue, but a blow hit her chin. They gagged her, 


and the last thing she remembered was a prick in her shoulder delivered by a blue object, 


whose image faded as she lost consciousness. 


Her hazel-colored pupils revealed themselves as her eyelids suddenly opened and her 
scream echoed throughout the place; she sat up in bed, feeling her chest expand and contract 
due to the rapid pace of her breathing. She placed her fingers in her mouth and removed the 
thin black whistle from under her tongue, placing it on one of the boxes. She wiped her saliva- 


covered fingers on the sheet covering her. 


It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the darkness of the place, but when she 


could better discern the details of the site, she knew exactly where she was. 


With her right hand, she felt the top of her left, covered by a bandage, and felt a slight 
pain when touching it, was there where they stabbed her with the small knife that prevented 


her from ending her life when captured. 


She tried to get up from the mattress, but her foot stumbled on one of her boots on the 


floor, causing her to fall, and she exclaimed an audible 'Putain!' 


"Did you hear that?" a voice in French said from outside the room. 


A figure appeared in the doorway, illuminated by a light bar radiating a white glow. 


"Girls, she's awake! Come!" Emery exclaimed with excitement. 


"Emery?" Colette asked with difficulty. 


All her teammates entered one by one through the threshold, running to help her up while 
hugging her tightly, grateful that she was okay. She was truly confused, but her face calmed 


down due to the relief of being with her companions, whom she surrounded with her arms. 


"Next time, swallow the nail faster," Nicole suggested sarcastically, looking at her 


standing a bit away from the group that was hugging her. 


"Why don't you swallow this one instead?" Colette replied, raising her middle finger and 


smiling at her companion. 


A couple of seconds later, both began to laugh, and Colette told her not to play hard to 


get, to which Nicole responded by approaching to hug her along with the rest. 


Once everyone had expressed their joy at their companion's recovery, they gave her space 


to feel more comfortable. 


"Sorry..." Emery stammered with tears in her eyes. "I was about to shoot you with one of 


the red ones, and then Lucille and Carrie argued, and she told me to threw the blue one, but..." 


"Okay, it's ok, calm down, please," Colette said, touching Emery's shoulder and bringing 
her head to her chest. "You did the right thing, and you would have done the same if you 


threw one of the red ones." 


"I didn't want to lose you so soon..." she continued sobbing. 


"I didn't want to go so fast either," she admitted, slowly moving away from Emery, who 


got up and settled near the others while wiping her tears. 


Silence, that's what was felt in the room as Colette, with some difficulty, sat on the bed 


and looked at the others with doubt. 


"Are you going to tell me what happened?" she asked, breaking the silence. 


"We don't even know where to start," Claudine admitted. 


"How about starting with how you killed that damn white-haired guy? That would make 


me very happy." 
Silence again, this time accompanied by the averted gazes of her teammates. 
"He's dead... right? At least tell me you captured him," she insisted a bit agitated. 


"What happened was that... you see, we had a couple of unexpected events..." Emery 


nervously affirmed without looking at Colette. 
"What kind of unexpected events?" 
"Lucille, you tell her!" Emery exclaimed with a shout, turning to look at the leader. 


Lucille sighed and approached Colette's bed, taking a wooden stool and sitting in front of 


her. 


"We have a temporary truce with those who attacked us," she said, looking at her 


seriously. 


"What?!" Colette exclaimed with a shout that made her companions nervous. "Lucy... tell 
me you're joking. I know you don't usually do that, but there's always a first time for 


everything..." 


"I'm not joking, 'C,'" she emphasized, looking at Colette. "Neither side suffered 
casualties, and they agreed to return you to us despite having you as a hostage. So, we opted 


for a ceasefire, a temporary one, though." 


"It sounds like you're not telling me something," Colette retorted. "I know that look of 
yours, 'she'll get mad if I tell her, so I better save it for last,'" she mimicked Lucille's serious 


tone. "So just say it already." 


"He fought the blond one for you," Nicole replied while combing her hair with her 


fingers. 


"Really?" Colette asked, smiling at her leader. 


"It was the best we could come up with," Lucille affirmed. 


"Seeing that I'm still here with you, I guess you won. Well done, Lucy." 


A third instance of silence, this time a bit longer than the previous one. Lucille looked at 


the floor, sighed, and then said: 


"Neither of them did." 


"And what happened then?" Colette asked, raising her voice. "Lucy, please, just tell me 


whatever you have to say... How bad can it be?" 


"You'd be surprised..." she replied, her eyes wide open. 


Colette then sat down to listen to what had happened during her slumber, from the 


negotiations with the intruders to the duel between the leaders of both factions. 


When Lucille explained why they decided to stop the confrontation, as well as opting for 
such a risky negotiation despite barely knowing their enemies, she couldn't believe it. She 
spoke about the glow she saw on his eyes, the languages they could speak, the way they 


fought, and how little she could ask them. 


She finished her explanation, and Lucille observed Colette's face, which remained with 
wide-open eyes. On the other hand, her posture with legs spread and fingers intertwined with 


her elbows resting on her knees indicated that she was deep in thought. 


"Pass me my dose," she said, waving her left hand. 


"I think it's still too early for you to..." Emery suggested. 


"Pass me my damn dose goddamnit!" she demanded with a shout. 


With some reluctance, Carrie got up, searched among Colette's belongings using her light 
bar until she found a circular canteen, which she brought over. Colette snatched it from her 
companion's hand and proceeded to uncork it, then took a long sip. After finishing, she wiped 
the corner of her lips with her hand and covered the canteen again, then threw it behind the 


bed. 


"So... there are others." Colette expressed, wiping the liquor on her lips with her tongue. 


"It's something... very hard to believe." 


"It is, but I can assure you he's telling the truth," Lucille affirmed. "I don't know if they're 


trustworthy yet, but their leader sees the same thing I do, I'm sure of that." 


"How did Emery react?" she said, touching the wound on her hand. 


"How do you think?" Lucille asked sarcastically, smiling suggestively. 


"I told you..." Emery expressed with a bit of arrogance. 


"So, did you send them to that residential complex? I guess it's a good place to keep an 


eye on them." 


"I couldn't bring them here yet," Lucille affirmed. "Also, there are things that I think we 


should ask them together." 


"Like why that albino can deflect bullets?" 


"Do you think it's some kind of Karma blessing?" Emery asked curiously. 


"It's the most likely, otherwise, I'll be much angrier." 


"I asked him about the potion they used," Lucille continued with a somewhat muted 


voice. "They seemed very confused about it, not surprised, but confused." 


"They might have been pretending. I mean, it wouldn't surprise me," Colette raised her 


arms and made a facial expression denoting obviousness. 


"I don't know, maybe I was too straightforward by asking them that." 


She finished this sentence, and Ryou noticed how the hallway behind the door lit up; she 
pointed this out to the others, and, noticing that the light did not come from any of their light 


bars, they decided to go out and check. 


Nicole and Carrie helped Colette move, supporting her on their bodies, as she couldn't 
walk very well due to the dart Emery had thrown at her. They all climbed the stairs and 


reached the outside. 


There, on the train station where they were, they contemplated three yellow lights rising 


in the distance, gradually falling and illuminating the dim night. 


"It seems they were telling the truth," Carrie said. 


"Maybe the yellow ones are to call their allies, and now we might be easy prey," Nicole 


suggested. "What do you think, Colette?" 


"I think... I'm hungry," she affirmed. "Let's go inside; I want a meatball sandwich." 


"Do we still have those?" Claudine asked, walking toward the station's inside. "I think 


Ryou finished the last can a night ago." 


"Ryou..." 


"It wasn't my fault; I had the mask on, and you know Kyou loves those meatballs," she 


replied timidly. 


The seven returned to the station, descending the stairs. After this, they took out their 
rations and had dinner while discussing what they would ask those who had invaded their 


perimeter just a few hours ago. 


After dinner, they prepared to sleep. They chose to be all together at the station entrance 


instead of their rooms since they didn't want to be far from Colette. 


They gathered in a circle with their sleeping bags side by side. Some, like Ryou and 
Emery, managed to fall asleep, but both Lucille and Colette spent the rest of the night thinking 


without the other noticing. 
28 2K ok 
Morning arrived. Both groups survived the first day of confrontation. This was 


undoubtedly the least expected result, as both the Nation R and the A.E had determined that, 


even if none of them were to die, the opposing side should suffer some casualties. 


However, the result was not only the least expected but also one that, depending on how 


things played out from that moment, could be very positive for both groups. 


Rune watched through binoculars from one of the second-floor windows. Meanwhile, in 
the main hall of the apartment they had settled in, Karl was being examined by his 


companions. 


"Hey... not so hard," Karl complained. 


"Don't be a crybaby," Hjerdis said, applying alcohol to the wounds on his arms with 
cotton. "I saw you get shot with arrows and stabbed when we lived in Iceland. You can handle 


a few whip wounds." 


"They hurt more than they seem," Holger affirmed, covering his torso with bandages. "I 


say that from my own experience." 


"Have you guys thought about what to ask those women when we see them again?" Karl 


inquired between gestures of pain. 


"Maybe I'll ask that one we captured yesterday about her diet and workout routine," 


Hjordis responded. 


"Don't joke; I meant about... you know, the rebirth thing." 


"But I do want to ask her that. Did you see her body? She was quite muscular but with 


enough curves to still look feminine. I would kill to have a figure like that." 


"What about you, big guy?" Karl asked, ignoring Hjordis. 


"I'd like to know what they've experienced and the things they've learned," he responded 


as he finished applying the bandages. 


"Rune, don't you want to ask them something?" 


"I haven't finished the list; I started it just last night," he responded, still watching through 


the window. "What will you ask them, Signe?" 


"When will they stop pretending and stab us in the back? That would be courteous of 


them," he responded in a distrustful tone while cleaning his swords. 


"Oh, please, they didn't seem like bad people," Karl affirmed. "Besides, you have my 


word that their leader was telling the truth about the glow she saw." 


"In my opinion, you saw more than just that glow around her..." he said in a suggestive 


tone. 


"What do you mean..." 


Karl's question was cut in half as Rune called the others, telling them he saw something 


outside the window. 


The A.E members peered through the windows and indeed saw a group of figures moving 
across the ground in front of the residential complex. They hurried down to the terrace so 


quickly that Karl didn't even notice he hadn't put on a shirt. 


Once downstairs, they looked through the bars of the main entrance and saw the women 
who, just a day ago, were their adversaries gradually approaching. They counted them one 
by one; all seven were there. This surprised them because they thought one of them might be 


left behind to watch from a distance and claim to have stayed to rest at their base. 


When all of them were just a few feet from the gate, they stopped and stared directly at 
the A.E members. Karl, Signe, and Hjerdis stood on the opposite side of the gate and returned 


the gesture. 


"Welcome... Did you see our light show last night?" Karl asked. 


"Why aren't you wearing anything to cover yourself? Isn't cold here?" Lucille asked, 


looking at Karl's exposed torso. 


"I wanted to give you a good view before coming in," he laughed heartily in response. 
Lucille didn't change her serious expression. "Sorry, I needed to laugh a bit. Arvid! Can you 


bring me some clothes?" 


"Sure," Arvid responded, heading inside the complex. 


"And bring that thing I told you to." 


"What? But..." she expressed with anguish. 


"Do it; you know as well as I that it's the right thing." 


Arvid turned and continued walking into the complex with her head down. 


"Are we going to be allowed in?" Lucille asked. 


"That depends; will your girls behave?" Karl countered. 


"I could ask the same of your team." 


"Let's agree to leave the weapons in a place where everyone can see them and not attack 


beyond words." 


"I think we can accept those conditions. Right, girls?" Lucille turned to her companions, 


who nodded slightly. 


"Perfect," Karl said, clapping his hands. "Guys, if you'd be so kind." 


With this statement, Signe and Hjerdis opened the gate, allowing the group of women to 


pass one by one. They observed them with suspicion. 


Once they all entered, Karl led them to the second floor. There, he took the shirt Arvid 
offered and put it on as he continued walking. She also held the rifle she had taken from 
Colette the day before. When she saw Colette, with some reluctance, she returned the 
weapon. Colette was surprised by this act and received it with a very low 'thank you' before 


following the rest of the group. 


Everyone left their weapons in two wooden boxes, one for each group. They arranged 
chairs and various types of furniture in the main hall and let their guests sit as they saw fit. 


As expected, they all gathered in the middle of the room, with Lucille at the forefront. 


Karl, on the other hand, sat in front of her. The others, who were behind him, remained 


scattered in the opposite area. 


"Do you want something to drink? We have black tea," Karl offered to his guests. 


"How did you heat it?" Emery asked. 


"It's iced tea," he responded with a confident smile toward Emery. "Although it's more 


like room temperature, but it's been quite cold lately, so..." 


"We're good," Lucille abruptly cut in. "Can we get straight to the point? My colleagues 


and I have many questions, and I believe yours too." 


"Yes, some. Rune, did you finish your list?" Karl asked, turning to his companion who 


held a notebook with phrases written in black ink. 


"Just some," he responded, passing the notebook to his captain. 


"Thanks," Karl proceeded to read the list and found a question to ask Lucille. "Here's an 


interesting one. What's your group's name?" 
"Really? Is that your first question?" she asked, confused. 
"I wouldn't want to refer to you simply as 'the women who almost killed us yesterday." 
Lucille sighed, closed her eyes, and then responded: 
"Hextrigas. That's the name of our group." 
"I see... sounds like a religious cult or an alternative rock band." 
"It's related to witchcraft; we've been called witches more than once throughout the ages." 
"I wonder why," Signe whispered sarcastically. 


"Signe..." Karl retorted, raising his voice slightly and making his companion stay quiet. 


He then continued, "Sorry about that. Do you want to ask something?" 
"Can you tell me how you acquired this ability? I mean, what method did you use?" 


"To be honest, it's been a series of events that I myself don't fully understand. I was hit in 
the chest with a log during a battle, my heart stopped, and then I traveled into infinite 
darkness. In that place, a woman dressed in white guided me to a whirlpool with water the 
same color as you see in my eyes. Before my body dissolved, I came back to life. After that, 


the ones you see behind me were also on the brink of death, and I brought them back." 


"A woman? Infinite darkness... Interesting. Do you remember anything else? Perhaps 


something you did to return to your comrades?" 


"You forgot the song." Holger affirmed. 


"Of course! The song. While I was dissolving, I sang a song that I remembered at that 
moment, and I came back to life because my comrades were also singing it. When they were 
in danger, I touched their bodies and started singing; a couple of minutes later, they were 


sound and safe." 


"How did that song sound?" Lucille asked curiously. 


Karl turned to his companions, who shrugged and looked at him with approving faces. 
He then sang the first stanzas of the song, and with that Lucille could see how the glow in 


his eyes intensified. When he stopped, he continued. 


"More or less like this, it's a song from my mother's people when she lived in Iceland." 


"That tone... those guttural sounds..." Emery said, amazed. 


"What's happening?" Karl asked, observing the puzzled faces of the Hextrigas. 


Lucille closed her eyes and cleared her throat, then began to utter a series of words in a 
strange language that, between the pauses and with the tone she gave to her intonation, 
seemed to be part of a choir. It was less rhythmic and with fewer words than the song the A.E 


knew, but the similarity was unmistakable. 


When she finished, she opened her eyes, and Karl could once again notice the indigo 
glow in her pupils a bit more intense than before, which gradually faded over the passing 


seconds. 


" 


"We call it 'the verses,'" she responded. "I think it's similar to your song." 
"What a beautiful voice you have..." Karl admitted. "Can you teach us?" 


"Let's take it step by step. How about that? It's your turn to ask." 


"What happened to you?" Rune asked. "How did you discover this ability?" 


"We'd prefer not to say, at least not for now." Lucille admitted shyly. "It's... not a story we 


like to tell." 


"Oh, please!" Signe exclaimed, getting up from his seat. "Don't ask us to tell you 


everything if you're not going to offer the same." 


"Signe..." Karl retorted. 


"No, Captain, trust goes both ways. If they're not willing to cooperate, this is pointless. 


Let's go back to the battlefield; there, I can talk to them the way I like." 


"We can tell you... a part of it." Lucille affirmed. "Just don't ask us how we found out 


about it... please." She pleaded, gripping her hands together. 


"Fine... if you insist." Signe sat back down. 


"We discovered a potion, or rather, the key ingredient in a potion. When you ingest it, 
your body enters a state similar to death. If you survive its effects, you are capable of 


returning with this ability." 


"Did you drink it?" Karl asked. 


"We all did. I was the first, and I brought the others back. I used the verses to return; when 


they drank it, I sang by their lifeless bodies, and all who are here managed to make it." 


"What is the ingredient you used?" 


"Emery, you take care of this; you're the most versed in the subject." Lucille requested, 


turning to her companion. 


"Gladly." Emery responded. "The ingredient is a fungus, more precisely a mushroom. It 
doesn't have a scientific name yet, as it is unknown to current science, but we call it Psilocybe 
taxidiotis or 'traveler's rope' to make it easier to remember. When prepared correctly, it allows 
the one who consumes it to have those near-death experiences, as well as enter what you call 


‘infinite darkness." 


"What do you call it?" Karl asked. 


"Just 'the darkness,' although yours sounds better to me. Back to the topic, this mushroom 
doesn't grow just anywhere; the conditions under which it appears are still unknown. What 


we do know is that in the inentropy zones..." 


"Stop right there!" Lucille ordered, looking at Emery with coldness. 


She came to an abrupt halt, changing her animated expression to a more subdued one. 


"I think that should satisfy you for now. Doesn't it?" 


"Yeah...it does." Rune replied with a hint of skepticism. 


"Now, it's your turn to ask." 


"What's the diet and workout routine of that one with the rifle?" Hjordis asked, causing 


her comrades to murmur with disappointment. 


"What?" Colette asked, confused. 


"Never mind, let's move on to the next one," Karl continued. 


"At least tell me if you got surgery or if they're natural. I've been curious since yesterday," 


Hjordis inquired, looking at Colette's chest. 


"Hey!" Colette retorted, covering her chest with both arms. 


"I'm just curious," Hjerdis affirmed, raising both arms to indicate that her question was 


nothing out of the ordinary. 


"Is she perhaps a man reincarnated in a woman's body?" Nicole asked. 


"I wish, that would be more normal," Signe said. "She's not; she just doesn't know the 


meaning of boundaries. Just ignore her." 


"They're natural, okay? Very natural," Colette emphasized with some annoyance. 


"Thanks, you cleared that up for me," Hjordis responded with a smile. "Tell me about 


your workout routine later." 


"If you're lucky in your next life, you can subtract some body fat to have a more defined 


physique," Colette suggested. 


"Uh... What do you mean?" Hjerdis asked. 


"You can subtract a bit of fat to have more defined muscles; that's what I did. Didn't you 


do that in this life?" 


"Like liposuction or something?" Rune inquired. 


"No! You just subtract the fat, and that's it," Colette reiterated, exasperated. 


The A.E fell silent, looking at each other with confusion. The Hextrigas, on the other 


hand, observed this odd behavior. 


"What do you mean by 'subtract'?" Arvid asked. "I think we're not familiar with that 


term." 


"You know... you remove whatever you want when you're in your mothers' wombs... 


Haven't you done that?" Emery asked. 


"You can do that?!" Karl asked in amazement. 


"Wait a moment... you don't know how to subtract?!" Nicole exclaimed. "Get out of here." 


"How is it possible that you don't know?" Lucille asked, confused. "Didn't that one you 


call Signe subtract the pigmentation from his hair to make it white?" 


"My hair has been like this since my first life," he affirmed. "I haven't changed it since 


then." 


"You didn't wish for it to be so?" Carrie asked. "You know, like a strong thought when 


you were in your mothers' wombs before being reborn." 


"Well, of course I... wait..." Signe paused to consider what the young blonde was saying. 


"No way..." 


"What's happening?" Karl asked. 


"During the months before being reborn, I thought I would want a way for you to 
recognize me, so I wished to have white hair again. I might have done that 'subtraction' thing, 
or whatever you call it, but I wasn't conscious of it. I think I never realized it," Signe 


concluded with a gesture of understanding as he assimilated what they had told him. 


"See? That's how you subtract," Carrie emphasized. "Your friend wanted to have white 


hair, so he just removed the color from his hair every time he was reborn." 


"Is it possible that we can alter our bodies?!" Arvid asked, rising with unease. 


"More or less," Emery affirmed. "We can only remove things, not add anything. If we 
want to be born with different colored hair or eyes, we have to carefully consider the shade 
that will result if we remove color, but we can't add a new one. We also can't add things like 
extra body parts or increase our intelligence or anything like that. That's why we call it 


'subtracting."" 


"I see," Signe said. 


"So, I can't increase my bust size in my next life?" Hjordis asked. 


"Hjordis!" the rest of the A.E exclaimed with annoyance. 


"No," Emery continued with a smile, "but you can do other things like subtract body fat and 
also the predisposition of your body to accumulate it," she said, clapping her hands on both 


sides of her hips. "That way, none of us gains much weight." 


"Does that mean you can't... change your sex?" Arvid asked quietly. 


"No," Carrie affirmed seriously. "Two of us already tried; we always reincarnate as 


women." 


"I see," Arvid responded with disappointment, sitting back down. 


"I think it's our turn now," Carrie continued. "How about you tell us the eras in which 


you've lived?" 


"I think that'll be easy," Rune said. "As you already know, our first life was in 9th-century 


Iceland, but then we reincarnated in the Kingdom of Germany during the 12th century. We 


started as a bunch of youths trying to survive, then became kidnappers, bandits, and finally 


mercenaries." 


"Did you kill women and children?" Lucille inquired seriously. 


"No..." Rune emphasized with anger. "I know Vikings have a bad reputation, but everyone 
we hurt was either lowlifes or those who fought on the battlefield. By the way, we were killed 


in the Battle of Hattin." 


"I don't believe you," Emery said. 


"Don't believe me if you don't want to. Saladin massacred everyone in our group. The 


eight of us died that day." 


"Eight?" she asked with intrigue. "I thought you were only six." 


"We are, but one of our friends didn't have the same ability as the others; his name was 


Vulpis. The other lived with us in Iceland but decided to retire in our third life." 


"What do you mean by 'retire' exactly?" Lucille asked curiously. 


"Captain, now it's your turn; you saw what happened." 


Karl took the floor and proceeded to tell them about his third life when they were in the 


Sengoku period and became warriors in the service of the Tokugawa. 


He detailed everything Agnar did during his time there, how he went from being a bandit 
to rejoining them, how they reunited, and he defended a young woman who would later 
become his wife. This continued until they reached the Battle of Sekigahara, and everyone 


died, except him and Agnar. 


During the recount, Emery's eyes seemed to light up as she listened with her hands 


beneath her chin, like a young girl in front of her grandparents' fireplace. 


When it came to the part of his reunion with Agnar, Lucille's expression changed 
drastically as she heard how he used that powder they had given him to prepare tea and then 


entered the infinite darkness. 


When he finished the story, all the Hextrigas fell silent and contemplative. The silence 


was so profound that Karl thought he had said something he shouldn't have. 


Suddenly, a sharp cry of excitement was heard behind Lucille, and the hearts of those 
present skipped a beat as they watched her stand up with her arms in the air and a face full 


of joy. 


"What's going on?" Nicole asked. 


"Clarify something for me; how did you say your partner was named in that life?" Emery 


asked, staring fixedly at Karl. 


"Yoichi, if I recall correctly," he responded nervously. 


"T knew it, I knew it, I knew it!" 


Emery began jumping on the spot, then returned to her seat, trying to contain her 


excitement. 


"What was that?" Rune asked. 


"It's a long story; I'll explain it to you in more detail later," Emery responded with a ear- 


to-ear smile. 


Lucille interlocked her fingers and observed the group in front of her as many thoughts 
crossed her mind. When she felt she could speak again, she asked to be told about the rest of 


the eras to continue. 


The A.E told her about the New Granada, about London, and, finally, how they became 


mercenaries in this life. 
"I see, so this is your sixth life," Lucille said. "What's your next question?" 
"Why are you in this place?" Signe asked. 
"What? Why do you care about that?" 
"Because I'm curious, that's all. Are you going to answer or not?" 
"We have our reasons for defending the people of Nation U; that's all I can say." 


"That's not enough," He continued, standing up. "I think you're hiding something from 


us, something important." 


"You'd better calm down, tiny swords," Carrie demanded, standing up in front of Lucille. 


"I really don't like your tone." 
"Nor do I like your face, blondie, but what can we do about it?" 


Tension rose in the room. Both groups stood up, watching both their comrades and the 
opposing side, waiting for a signal to attack or defend. While they had left their weapons out 
of reach, their combat experience was more than enough for the idea of a bare-handed fight 


not to be absurd. 


A sharp sound echoed through the room. Carrie and Signe covered their ears as they were 


closer to where it originated. 


Everyone turned to see the person producing it. It was Lucille, who had placed her whistle 
in her mouth and used it to emit that signal, helping everyone snap out of their confrontation 


trance. 


"Sorry for that," she said, removing the whistle from her mouth with her gloved hands. 
"T think it's better if we take a break. We've asked too much in too little time, and it's clear 


that some still harbor resentment for what happened yesterday. What do you think, Karl?" 


"I agree, Lu..." Karl stammered, looking confused at her. 


"Lucille." 


"Right. Sorry, I'm bad at remembering names. Anyway, let's take a break. Let's go out; 


there's plenty of space, and everything is ours, at least for now." 


With these words, both groups left the room and headed to the lower level. Some of them 
eyed those from the opposing side with distrust but chose to stay close to their comrades, 


avoiding confrontation. 


Outside, the two groups were scattered in small clusters of two or three. The only ones 
from opposing sides still close were the leaders, who could only watch as their respective 


companions seemed more tense than before. 


"I don't like that guy," Carrie said. 


"Do you think? I don't see him as that bad," Nicole affirmed. 


"You don't see anything with a shadow as bad; as long as satisfy your tastes." 


"I'm not talking about that," Nicole replied with a bit of annoyance. "I'm just saying that 
I understand why they distrusts us. I distrust everything they say, and they've been more open 


with us than we have with them." 


"I think I'll go talk to them," Colette said. 


"Are you going to ask him for more of what he gave you yesterday?" Carrie asked. 


She didn't answer, she just walked slowly towards where Signe was sitting, chatting with 


Arvid. 


When they both saw Colette walking towards them, their posture and gaze changed to a 


less relaxed one. 


"Hi," she greeted the two, raising her hand slightly. 


"What do you want?" Signe asked in a deep voice. "You want to check if you hit me hard 


enough yesterday, because yes, you did." 


"Signe, don't get like that," Arvid said. "Remember, you hit her too, and even left her 


unconscious." 


"She was going to kill herself; I don't think she cares about that now. I do like being alive, 


though." 


Colette let out a guttural sound similar to a cough, then looked at the two people in front 


of her. She then extended her left arm and offered them a circular black canteen. 


"What's in it?" Signe asked suspiciously, looking her in the eyes. 


Colette unscrewed the canteen's cap, brought it to her mouth, took a sip, then wiped the 


corners of her lips with her hands. She then offered it again to Signe and said: 


"The best cyanide and chloroform I could find." 


Signe stayed perplexed for a couple of seconds before smiling widely. He grabbed the 


canteen, took a sip, removed it from his mouth with a disgusted expression and asked: 


"What the hell is this? Turpentine?" 


"In this country, they call it Horilka," Colette responded. "It's a bit strong, but it's kind of 


an acquired taste. Come on," she insisted, "take another sip." 


Signe, with a bit of reluctance, drank from the canteen again. This time, his expression 


of disgust was more of one of doubt and analysis. 


"Not bad. Try some," he said, offering the canteen to Arvid. 


"I don't know; it's still too early..." she admitted, using both hands as a barrier against her 


companion's proposition. 


"You not like to drink?" Colette asked. "I get it; our leader also doesn't like alcohol much." 


Arvid turned to look at Lucille and quickly grabbed the canteen from Signe, then took a 


good sip, leaving their two witnesses surprised. 


"My dear lord!" she exclaimed. "Turpentine? This could strip paint off a car." 


"You didn't like it?" Colette asked. 


Arvid took another sip more calmly and savored it a bit. 


"An old car, perhaps. It's not that bad," she said, returning the canteen to Colette. 


"I like people with good taste in drinking," Colette said, sitting on a rock near them. "Hey, 


about what happened in there..." 


"It was my fault," Signe affirmed. "I guess I still haven't gotten used to the idea, you 
know, that there are others like us. Although I don't think anyone can blame me; it's been less 


than a day," he said, raising his voice a bit. 


"Yeah, I feel the same. It's only been a few hours for me. You know, because I was 


knocked out." 


"Next time, you might knock me out. That is, if you can hit harder." 


"Maybe I'll use both hands next time." 


The words turned into smiles, and those gradually became laughter. The three of them 


started laughing audibly, lightening the atmosphere a bit. 


Both Karl and Lucille observed this and smiled like two parents watching their children 


play with other kids. 


"I tip my hat," Karl said. "Not everyone can make Signe laugh so easily." 


"Maybe the alcohol helped," she affirmed. "Colette is very good at making friends when 


she drinks." 


"What about you? Have you tried mead?" 


"I don't drink, at least not to the point of getting drunk. I like to be aware of my actions 


and thoughts at all times. By the way, could you give me a description of your companions?" 


"What do you mean by description?" 


"Like a brief summary of what each one is like. You don't have to tell me about their 


abilities, just their personality and tastes." 


"I think you've seen Signe very well; he's very hot-headed and is one of those who attacks 
first and asks questions while attacking, but always with a good reason in mind. He's very 


organized when he sets his mind to it, but he likes to follow his own rules sometimes." 


"What about the girl with the lack of tact in speaking?" 


"Do you mean Hjerdis? She's a free spirit, lives to feel and experience, very good at 
fighting, and doesn't like it when others mess with what she likes. I'd say that defines her 


well." 


"The burly guy behind her, is he her partner or something?" she asked with curiosity. 


"Holger? Not even close," Karl replied with a slight laugh at the end. "No, he's more like 
her brother, her younger brother, I would say. He's kind of like a giant with a heart of gold; 
violence will be his last option, but when he uses it, he does it well. The rest of the time, he 


prefers to be quiet and calm." 


"Like the one who dresses all in black and has the bang over his face?" 


"I think you've already seen Rune up close. What did you think?" 


"It was clear he knew what he was doing; if it were someone less cunning, I would have 


killed him already. He seems very persistent." 


"He's one who waits and listens; most of the time, he's distracted in his own world. But 
when an emergency arises or there's something that interests him, he'll solve it with 


everything at his disposal. He's the smartest of us." 


"And why isn't he the leader?" she asked, turning to look at Karl. 


"Because they're masochists who love having this empty-headed guy in charge," he 


laughed heartily while she observed him seriously. 


"The other girl, the one in the hood." 


"What about her?" 


"She's a man, right?" 


Karl fell silent as his gaze fixed on Lucille's green eyes. He did his best to appear 


unsurprised by her revelation, but his face could be read like an open book. 


"Don't worry; I won't tell my companions, and I'll pretend I didn't notice," she assured, 


looking ahead where the others were in the distance. 


"Really?" 


"Yes. I suppose you have your reasons, and besides, it wouldn't be fair if only we kept 


things to ourselves and not share them with you." 


"That's a relief," Karl said, sighing. "He's very sensitive about that topic; I hope the others 


don't catch on." 


"Tell him to watch his reactions better when we're talking about what we know about 


reincarnation. That question about changing sex was what gave him away to me." 


"I'll keep that in mind," he paused for a few seconds to regain composure and continued, 


"Arvid is like a mediator, someone who appreciates peace and order, seeking to keep 


everyone cheerful. But he's been through a lot, ever since he was reborn in a woman's body, 


he's become a bit withdrawn. Still, he's our best marksman." 


"T understand." 


"Aren't you going to ask about me?" 


"I think after our fight, I got to know you better than I could with any description," she 
affirmed, turning to look at him. "And something tells me that if we come to an agreement, 


you'll show me more." 


"I might..." 


"What I am interested in is where you learned those moves; it didn't seem like you were 


fighting, more like dancing." 


"I took ballet and capoeira classes," he responded, placing both hands on his hips. "I 
noticed that the movements are very useful on the battlefield," he explained, rotating his waist 


in rhythmic circles. 


"Really?" Lucille smiled as she put her hand on her chin. "With that well-built body of 


yours, I'm surprised you can move so fluidly." She laughed joyfully with her eyes closed. 


"Look who's talking; those somersaults you did with the whips were like those of a 


rhythmic gymnast. Did you happen to participate in the 2021 Olympics?" 


The two continued their conversation. 


On a hill covered with withered grass, Claudine and Emery were watching them with 
thoughtful expressions, while Ryou, sitting a bit behind them, remained with her head bowed, 


staring at her mask. 


"It's terrifying," Claudine stated. 


"Tell me about it," Emery responded. "When was the last time you heard her laugh? When 
was the last time she smiled like that? With us, she barely moves her face," she said with a 


hint of annoyance. 


"You've known her longer than I have. Did she ever behave with anyone like she does 


with that guy? With a man, perhaps?" 


Emery's expression changed to one of surprise; she looked down for a moment, then 


covered her mouth with her hand, pondering for a few seconds. 


Claudine looked at her with concern and remained silent waiting for her response. 


"Only with Einar...," Emery responded, as if realizing something she hadn't noticed for 


a long time. 


"...'That' Einar?" Claudine asked with fear in her eyes. 
"That Einar," she confirmed, nodding. 


"I'm not surprised," said Ryou's voice behind them. 


Both Emery and Claudine turned to look at their companion, who was standing on the 
hill. Her posture wasn't as hunched as usual, and on her face, she wore the white mask with 
red details and the chilling smile that Hjordis saw the day before. Upon seeing this, Claudine 


sighed and then said: 


"Kyou, why are you here?" 


"I was allowed to come out; she wanted me to give my opinion," she responded, walking 


slowly and then sitting next to Emery. 


"It's been a long time since you talked to us," Emery said. "I think I missed hearing your 


voice, even if it's the same as your sister's." 


"She said you seemed very uneasy and that maybe you needed the opinion of an expert." 


"You made that last part up," Claudine retorted. 


"Let me have a little fun. The truth is, I find it interesting that there are other people like 


us. You must be very happy to have won the bet with Nicole, right, Emery?" 


"You have no idea," she replied with a malicious smile on her face. "I'm going to wait for the 


right moment to humiliate her as she deserves." 


"Well, what's your opinion about our new... temporary allies?" Claudine asked. 


"The girl I faced didn't did it too bad," Kyou admitted. "It's been a while since someone 
lasted that long in a fight with me. In the end, she cheated a bit to make us split up, but I'm 


sure I could have killed her if that hadn't happened." 


"What about the rest?" Emery inquired. 


"I don't know them well, but superficially, I think they're good at fighting, none of them 
ended up dead. And from what I understand, the white-haired one kicked your ass, right, 


Clau?" 


"Shut up!" Claudine exclaimed. "That guy isn't normal. What kind of human can deflect 


bullets? Colette's bullets, for heaven's sake!" 


"Correction, he kicked your asses, both you and Colette." 


"If you were just going to make fun of us, you might as well return your sister's body. 


With her, at least, we can have a peaceful conversation." 


"If you want my opinion, I can give it to you. Let's keep a close eye on that blonde with 


the axes." 
"Why do you say that?" Emery asked. 


"I think Lucy is intrigued by him, and you know how she is when it comes to exploring 
things that pique her interest. I'm worried he might be a bad influence if she gets too close to 
him." Kyou approached her hand to her mask and turned to look at her two companions. "But 
only time will tell; call me if you need me to decapitate any of them. Jaa ne," she said, 


removing the mask. 


The two watched Ryou, who held the mask with her gaze lost in the horizon. Shortly 


after, she lowered her head and delicately touched the object with her fingers. 
"Did you hear everything?" Claudine asked. 
"As always," Ryou responded softly. "I... I think my sister is right." 
"About the blonde guy?" 


"Yes... it seems like Lucy doesn't act like herself when she's with him. I know it's still too 
early to draw conclusions, but you saw how she fought. I can't remember the last time I saw 


her that..." 


"Excited?" Emery suggested. 


"I don't think that's the most appropriate word," Claudine emphasized. "But it's a way to 


put it." 


"It's just that... when they fought, at least in that last round... they didn't look like two 
enemies fighting to the death. It was more like a dance, a courtship dance. Almost like two 


lovers making love for the first time..." she said, her face slightly flushed. 


"Emery, please don't start. This isn't one of your romantic novels." 


"I know, but I can't help but think about her face, that smile, that blush... it wasn't like the 


Lucy we know..." 


Minutes passed, and the leaders of both teams walked to the central point where everyone 
was scattered. There, they were informed that they had agreed to postpone the question-and- 


answer session; in addition, they suggested that they should make preparations for lunch. 


While telling them this, they assigned their members to various tasks. Emery, Rune, 
Holger, and Ryou were tasked with preparing the food. Claudine, Arvid, Lucille, and Hjordis 
would organize the chairs and tables and find utensils to set the table. Finally, those who 


would clean the main dining room were Karl, Colette, Signe, and Carrie. 


The last two protested, but in the face of both leaders' insistence, they had no choice but 


to reluctantly accept their duties. 


In this way, both the A.E and the Hextrigas began the task of preparing lunch. 


The food team gathered the provisions that both groups had in their backpacks and took 


out those foods that, in their opinion, were the most suitable for a group meal. Among these 


were dried meat, canned corn, olive oil, various types of bread, pickles in jars, a couple of 


bottles of meat sauce, and a wheel of Parmesan cheese. 


With these ingredients, they began to devise the dishes they would prepare. 


On the other hand, the furniture team took several chairs and tables from inside the 
residential complex, some in better condition than others but certainly able to support a 
person. Similarly, they found knives, spoons, forks, tablecloths, and napkins that they placed 
on the table, as well as dishes and glasses that they were forced to clean rigorously, as the 


time they had spent stored had filled them with dust. 


In the dining hall, the four set to work swept the floor and removed the furniture that 
obstructed the passage, as it was destroyed and scattered throughout the spacious room. 
While this was happening, Signe and Carrie couldn't help exchanging furious glances as they 


alternated tasks with their teammates. 


Karl and Colette noticed this, but they always stayed close to prevent any confrontation. 
Upon finishing cleaning, the dining hall was ready for the others to bring in the furniture and 
place the utensils on the tablecloth-covered table, which was long enough for everyone to sit 


around comfortably. 


Once the food team served the meals, the leaders called everyone to sit down. At one end 
of the long-improvised table sat Lucille, as expected, with her teammates on either side. 
Following them were the A.E, and at the other end of the table was Karl, who looked directly 


toward Lucille. 


The meal consisted of dishes of meat with meat sauce and asparagus, a salad of assorted 
pickles and corn, bread with Parmesan cheese, and, for drinks, a glass of water with a little 


artificial flavoring powder, a mix of various citrus flavors. 


Once everyone was seated, Lucille looked at Ryou and said: 


"Ryou, could you do the honors?" 


"Me?... okay," she responded with surprise, then joined her hands and closed her eyes. 


The others imitated the young girl, interpreting it as a thanksgiving or some sort of prayer. 


"Thanks for the food," she said. 


"Thanks for the food," the rest responded almost in unison. 


They began to consume the food audibly. The sound of cutlery against the dishes and 
glasses clinking on the wooden table created a rhythm that resonated inside the dining hall. 
They chatted briefly with members of their respective teams, some waiting to chew, while 


others showed less restraint in their eating habits. 


"You must eat a lot," Colette affirmed, addressing Holger. 


"Me? Well, a bit, yeah," he responded, putting an asparagus in his mouth and biting it. 


"How much do you weigh?" she continued, drinking from her glass. 


"The last time I checked, it was around 240 pounds." 


"That's impressive, I guess you're the strongest in your group." 


"His strongest muscle is in his heart," Hjordis affirmed. "Now let him eat; he needs to 


regain his strength after yesterday." 


"I think that goes for everyone," Emery said. "I must admit that yesterday's showdown 


left me exhausted." 


"How's your forehead doing?" Arvid asked, addressing Nicole. 


"It's fine, thank you very much," she smiled insincerely. "If you try a bit harder, you might 


hit without having to shoot at point-blank." 


A thud was heard under the table, and Nicole's dish and glass trembled as she let out a 


dry moan of pain. The others noticed this, but she simply apologized and continued eating. 


Lucille then withdrew her foot from Nicole's shin under the table and continued cutting 


the meat on her dish. 


"Hey, you, the one with the rifle, can I ask you something?" Hjerdis said. 


"My name is Colette, and if it's something related to my bust, you can keep it to yourself." 


"It's about your hair. Do you get those blue highlights by subtracting or whatever you call 


it?" 


"More or less. I subtracted my hair to give it a different color, but I ended up with a black 
shade with white stripes similar to salt and pepper, so that's why I dye those parts blue. They 


used to be purple before." 


"That's so cool! What about the others? Is your hair natural, subtracted, or dyed?" 


"Mine is just dyed," Nicole affirmed. "Natural color is brown." 


"Mine is natural," Claudine responded, "but the tips are subtracted. I wanted them to be 


a more intense red, but they ended up lighter than the rest, although I liked it over time." 


"I see," Hjordis said. "In my next life, I'll subtract the fat like you did, and I'll put blond 
highlights on the sides of my hair, or maybe I'll leave the tips with a reddish color. I'll have 


to think about it," she concluded with uncertainty in her gaze. 


The group continued to eat eagerly, asking to pass certain dishes; some asked for more 


meat, while others opted for salad. 


When they had almost finished consuming all the food on the table, Rune asked: 


"So... none of you are men reincarnated in women's bodies?" This while holding a fork 


with a pickled tomato skewered on it. 


"No, all women from our first life," Nicole replied. "Although we did try the opposite, at 


least Carrie and I." 


"And why is that?" Hjordis asked, taking a bite of a piece of dried meat. 


"For my part, I was curious about what it would be like to have a man's body... and all 


that it implies," she said, winking her brown left eye, leaving only the blue right one open. 


"I don't think you're missing much," Signe affirmed. "Not all of us guys have a muscular 


build, and not all are born attractive." 


"That can be fixed with a couple of well-desired subtractions, darling. Also, I'm curious 


about what it would be like to seduce a woman as a man." 


"That sounds interesting," Hjerdis affirmed. "Although I don't know how comfortable it 
would be to have something hanging between your legs that causes you a lot of pain when 


you hit it very hard there." 


"We learn to avoid that kind of thing," Karl admitted. "And there's underwear for that, it 


keeps everything from coming out. I suppose it's the same for you with bras. Or am I wrong?" 


"That's true..." Emery said with an expression of understanding. "I guess I never really 
thought about it. But for us, there are sports bras; the regular ones are more aesthetic, although 


they vary depending on size and firmness." 


"God bless boxers," Rune said, cutting a piece of dried meat. 


"Amen," all the A.E responded in unison, except for Hjordis. 


"Men..." Lucille responded quietly, shaking her head from side to side. 


"Don't you discuss these kinds of things with your teammates?" Colette asked. "I mean, 


from what you've told us, you've been together for a long time." 


"Hjordis is not exactly a lady," Signe affirmed seriously. 


"Hey!" Hjordis protested. 


"And Arvid... is not very talkative," Signe continued, glancing out of the corner of his 
eye at his teammate, who looked at him and realized her mistake in responding to Rune's 


comment. 


"I find your group dynamics interesting," Claudine affirmed. "You look more like siblings 


than a team of mercenaries." 


"What can I say? Bonds beyond blood unite us," Karl responded. "Although the blood 


spilled in battle also counts." 


"By the way," Rune said. "I don't know if it's any of my business, but is there any reason 


you don't have men in your group?" 


"We tried," Lucille replied, wiping her mouth with a cloth napkin. "But the process didn't 


work." 


"The process?" 


"Imagine that in addition to your two allies, you also tried with other men, but those 


attempts failed. The opposite happened to us." 


"On the way, we found allies we wanted to help us," Colette added. "Six women and two 
men, but only two of them succeeded." She pointed to Claudine and Ryou. "The rest of us 


have been following Lucy since our first life." 


"Why?" Holger asked curiously. 


The cutlery stopped making noise, and silence took over the place. It was as if Holger's 
innocent words had hit the table like a stone, causing everyone to fall silent due to the 


unexpected nature of this question. 


"I'm... sorry," he stammered, realizing the importance of this question. "I shouldn't..." 


"No, it's okay," Lucille affirmed. "It's normal for you to ask that." 


"You don't have to tell them, not yet," Carrie suggested. 


"It's not like that makes much of a difference," she admitted. "We have an enemy." 


"Enemy?" Karl asked. "Like someone who wants to kill you or something?" 


"I wish it were that simple," she took a sip from her flavored water glass. "We've noticed 
that throughout all our reincarnations, there are always common factors. We're reborn in the 
same era, in times and places very close to each other. Our bodies are similar to those of our 
past lives, only with changes depending on actions in previous lives and the type of people 


living in the country." 


"What we also understood is that we tend to die young, perhaps due to our audacity, but 


the fact is that we don't live for long." 


"What does that have to do with this 'enemy' you're talking about?" Signe asked. 


"Some events in our lives" have not been a result of bad luck or our bad decisions, but 
rather orchestrated by a person. This person seeks us out and ends up kidnapping us, or worse, 


when they find us." 


"How do you know it's the same person?" Rune asked. 


"Because their methods are similar. They change depending on the era, but they follow 
the same pattern, and those who follow them describe him in the same way. A very wise being 
who always covers his face, and whose orders are to find people like us, you know, who show 


signs of having reincarnated or know about it." 


"Does he have a name?" Arvid asked. 


"It's never the same; it changes over time, but it always means a figure of authority, be it 
a king, emperor, commander. The important thing is that we know it's him; we feel it in our 
bodies," she expressed with fury, squeezing her left arm with her right hand until her red nails 


almost pierced her skin. 


"Lucy... I think that's enough," Emery told her, touching her shoulder. "We said the 


questions would be later... or not?" 


"Yes... I think I said that." 


After this scene, the groups agreed to continue talking later. Lucille went outside the 


residence and sat under a tree with few leaves, contemplating the horizon alone. 


The rest stayed behind to organize what was dirty after lunch. 


"How are we supposed to wash the dishes?" Emery asked, looking at the small stack of 
plates next to the glasses on the table. "I mean, there's no running water, and we have to ration 


what we have to avoid having to look for more." 


"Wash them?" Karl asked. "We didn't plan on washing them." 


"What do you plan to do, then?" Colette asked. 


"Bring your rifle," Signe said with a smile that was matched by the rest of the A.E. 


Colette and the Hextrigas looked at the A.E with confusion. 


They took the plates and glasses that had been used for lunch and brought them outside 


the residential complex. 


Lucille remained sitting with her knees against her chest, her gaze fixed on the infinite 


landscape of the ruined city as she thought about what she had told the others during lunch. 


In her mind, she could recall the pain of past lives, that desperation, all that blood she 
saw in the room near the hills while holding her whip and caressing her belly with her 


trembling hand. This made her hide her face in the space between her legs and chest. 


A gunshot, a breaking object. She heard these sounds in the distance coming from the 
complex. She raised her head and looked toward the residence to witness a rather curious 


scene. 


The two groups were gathered outside the complex. Colette stood in front of the gate, 
holding her rifle and aiming it at the sky, while a few feet in front of her stood Signe, who 


had the stack of plates with which they had recently had lunch beside him. 
"Ready?" Signe asked. 
"Just throw it," Colette replied. 
"Can you keep shooting with that wound on your hand? Won't it affect your..." 
"Jetez-le, putain!" she exclaimed impatiently. 


Signe took one of the plates from the stack and threw it with force; it rotated and flew a 
few feet in the air in front of Colette. She aimed by placing her eye in the rifle scope and 
pulled the trigger before the object descended; the plate shattered, and its fragments rained 


down on the ground. 


The others were near the gate; they shouted with excitement at the sight of the second 


plate being destroyed by the shot. 


"Impressive," Signe admitted. "There are still more than twenty plates; don't you mind 


wasting your bullets?" 


"I have plenty," Colette replied confidently, reloading the rifle. "Besides, I find this fun; 
it doesn't happen often. Are you going to stay there or throw another one?" she concluded, 


taking a shooting position. 


Thus, Signe threw the plates, and Colette broke them all by shooting them with her rifle. 


One by one, they flew and shattered as the bullet pierced through them. 


With each hit, the shouts of their teammates grew louder, something Lucille perceived as 


she watched from her place under the tree. 


When sixteen plates had been shattered, leaving only a pile of white fragments on the 
ground, Colette sighed with exhaustion and said she would take a break, sitting on a rock 


near the gate. 


Seeing this, Arvid approached Signe and asked if he could still throw; he replied that it 
was no problem. With these words, she took Colette's place and drew her crossbow, which 


she had taken from the box where they had left the weapons inside the dining room. 
"Can you throw the remaining four, one after the other?" Arvid asked. 
"I think I can give it a try," he responded. "Do you think you can handle it?" 


Arvid simply loaded the crossbow by pulling the metal lever to tension the string and 
place the arrow. Then, she raised the weapon and looked through the scope. Signe agreed 


with a 'whatever you say' and prepared to throw the tableware. 


One, two, three, and four. The plates flew one after another, losing momentum little by 


little and starting to fall. 


Arvid closed her eyes and felt the breeze move her reddish hair. Shortly after, she opened 


them and turned the crossbow a few inches to the left to quickly squeeze the trigger. 


The arrow flew and deviated due to the cold breeze blowing in the area. It curved and hit 
the center of the fourth plate that Signe had thrown. It followed suit with the third, the second 


slightly higher, and the last one grazed the edge but was also shattered. 


Colette watched this from her seat on the rock and couldn't help but let out a whistle of 


amazement. 


Arvid turned and looked at her with a confident smile, which Colette reciprocated. 


The spectators from both groups applauded the feat of their companion as Signe got up; 
he rotated his arm and held his shoulder, demonstrating how sore he was from the effort of 


throwing so many plates. 


"Who wants to take care of the glasses?" he asked the others with a smile. 


Several hands went up, saying 'I want to' enthusiastically, as if it were children at a 


birthday party. 


That's how they lined up the glasses on one of the tables and took turns destroying them. 


First was Karl, who threw his axes both directly and with a horizontal spin. 


Next was Emery, who showcased her accuracy with the cylindrical launcher of 
compressed air she had under her wrist. With this, she shot the darts she called 'swallows,' 


breaking the glasses on the table one by one. 


She also changed the weapon for something resembling a slingshot resting on the top of 
her right forearm. She loaded what seemed to be a silver-colored arrowhead with an 


elongated rear part, pulled it along with the string using her left hand, and then released it. 


The projectile emitted a sound similar to a trill and hit the glass. She repeated this five 


more times accurately. 


She was applauded by her teammates, and she turned, bowing, from which she rose 


smiling and walked toward her group. 


mt 


"I see you improved the 'nightingales,"" Carrie affirmed, patting her on the shoulder. 


"Yes, I planned to surprise you yesterday," she replied. "Needless to say, I couldn't," she 


concluded, adjusting the red headband in her hair, which was a bit disheveled. 


They continued breaking glasses and other pieces of tableware, such as the salad bowl or 


the jug where they had poured the water. 


Hjordis threw her knives with excellent accuracy, shattering each of her targets. 


When there were no more glasses or plates left, she asked Holger to demonstrate his 
strength. He went to the tables to split them in two with his hands, which hit the wood 


abruptly from top to bottom, shattering it. 


With this, the 'cleaning' had concluded. 


Emery applauded Holger's act, but gradually noticed the absence of one of the A.E 


members, prompting her to ask: 


"Where is your leader? You know, the blond one with the axes." 


The others looked around and didn't find him in the vicinity. 


"Maybe he just went to the bathroom," Signe said. 


On the small hill under the tree was Lucille, who no longer gazed toward the residential 
complex but remained in the same position as before, except that her head was resting on her 
knees and her arms were wrapped around her legs. The dark-brownish ponytail of her hair 


fluttered in the cold wind as withered leaves fell around her. 


She felt that gradually sleep and fatigue were taking over, causing her to close her eyes. 


But before this happened, she felt footsteps making the dry grass in front of her crackle. 


She lifted her gaze and beheld the man who she fought the day before. 


"Hello, do you mind if I sit?" Karl asked, raising his hand in a greeting. 


Lucille looked at him with drooping eyes and an expression of weariness. She lowered 


her head again and said: 


"Do as you please." 


Karl sat down on the side of the tree without facing her. 


"We had a lot of fun over there," he mentioned. "Your friend, Colette, seems to get along 


well with Signe." 


"Yes, it seems so." 


The wind blew, and the dry leaves of the tree fell around them like autumn rain. 


Karl thought about what he could say to cheer Lucille up. It was obvious that what she 
had told them about the enemy pursuing them had left her in a downcast state of heart and 
mind. He couldn't think of anything to say to change the atmosphere, to uplift her, to make 


her react. Then he thought that perhaps, instead of saying something, he could opt to ask. 


"What do you think of my team?" 


"To be honest, they remind me of ours," she responded, contemplating the two groups in 


the distance. "They are a bit disorganized, but somehow they work, just like us." 


"They work because they have a good leader guiding them." 


"You don't know me," she said seriously. "I've done nothing but make mistake after 
mistake. On more than one occasion, that has cost the lives of the people I care about the 


most..." 


"I think we can say the same. Unlike ordinary humans, we remember each and every 


mistake from our past lives. Personally, I remember them better than any of them." 


"Why do you say that?" she asked, looking at him from the corner of her eye. 


"I have what is called photographic memory," Kar] admitted, turning to face her. "It seems 
to be something I've retained since my first life, only back then, it didn't have a name. In this 


era, on the other hand..." 


"It's an enviable quality; you can remember everything in great detail. Many would kill 


to have it." 


"It's a curse," he said, lowering his head. "I remember every death, every battle, the looks 
on the faces of my friends and enemies as they died. Honestly, I wouldn't mind living without 


this quality, but the other one compensates for it." 


"Other one?" 


"I also suffer from attention deficit disorder. So, I can only focus on what I remember for 


a short time." 


A faint laugh came from the side of the tree where Lucille sat, causing Karl to smile as 


he managed to change her mood, even if only for a brief moment. 


"Do you want to know more? About the one who is chasing us?" she asked with some 


hesitation. 


"No. Honestly, I couldn't care less," he replied. 


"Really? It may not be that far away..." 


"Is that why you're here?" he inquired, looking at her seriously. "Is he someone from the 


R? Or is he from the U?" 


"We don't know... let's just say his trail led us to this border, so we offered our services to 


the U nation. That, and we align more with their ideology than with the R's." 


"I understand. Those Rs are so square-minded. Too disciplined for my taste." 


"Don't you work for them?" she asked, looking at him more directly. 


"Yes... but I didn't sell my soul to them. What attracted me the most to their proposal was 
that I would be fighting someone very strong, and I found that." He said, smiling warmly, 


causing Lucille to blush slightly. 


"It's good they didn't send lightweight opponents. My girls and I haven't had a real 


challenge on the battlefield for a long time, and I think Emery likes you." 
"The one with the headband?" Karl asked. "Why?" 


"That man you mentioned, Agnar, I think he appears in a book she read when we were in 


Japan. She's one of those enthusiasts for period stories, especially romantic ones." 


"Wow... it's a very small world," he admitted thoughtfully. 


"You came to make sure I was okay, didn't you? I think you can go back and tell the others 
that you made me laugh; that should annoy them enough to forget that I'm still here," Lucille 


said. 


"I came to tell you that we're leaving." 


Lucille turned suddenly and looked at Karl with bewilderment. He stared directly at her 


and continued very seriously: 


"I think it's for the best. We need to go back to the R nation, tell them that we couldn't 
handle you, and that the mission failed. Surely, we'll just leave without getting paid, maybe 


they'll expel us, or they might try to kill us, nothing new." 


"Why?" she asked, slowly moving her pink lips. 


"Because it's the best option," Karl reiterated. "If we leave, you can defend this territory, 
and perhaps manage to kill or escape from that enemy you have. If we stay and report nothing, 


the Rs could deploy their troops, and no matter how many we are, they'll annihilate us." 


"We have defended this place from the Rs on other occasions; we can do it again." 


"No... I don't think so," Karl affirmed with concern. "You see, Rune extracted some 
information from the R files when we were at their base. Apparently, we are the 'final attempt’ 
before they decide to break the agreements. They won't just send a few men incognito to 
attack you at night; it will be a whole army, without firearms, but more than your group and 


mine together can face." 


"But... if that's the case... even if you leave..." Lucille stammered nervously. 


"If we leave, we'll tell them that the Us decided to break the pact first, ambushed us, and 
that's why we fled. We just have to launch a flare and come back. That way, at least we'll 


make them doubt." 


Lucille remained silent in the face of Karl's deduction; it was obvious he wasn't trying to 
dissuade her. Everything he said made sense. In her mind, she tried to find a solution to the 


problem, a path where everyone could win or none would lose, but it didn't appear. 


"Don't make me repeat it; it's the best option," he said, standing up from the hill and 
brushing off the dry leaves from his pants. "I'll go tell the others that we're withdrawing; they 
may not like it, but it won't be the worst thing I've ordered them to do. You go with your girls 


and tell them not to worry about..." 


"Come with us," Lucille said firmly. 


"What?!" Karl asked, confused. 


"You will come with us, to the U nation, outside the inentropy zone," she continued as 
she stood up and looked directly into Karl's eyes, the indigo glow reflecting in her green 
pupils. 

"Have you lost your mind? Why would you do something like that?" 

"Because I have known many people who have hurt us a lot throughout history, men and 
women who only used us and left us to die. You not only showed us trust but are willing to 


sacrifice yourself for our good. That doesn't happen very often, and I won't miss the 


opportunity." 


"How do you know I'm not manipulating you?" Karl questioned. "What if I'm just saying 
this to make you lower your guard? What if you get distracted, and we take advantage to stab 


you in the back?" 
"You won't." 
"Why are you so sure?" 


"Because you... sound just like someone I knew... in one of my past lives," she admitted, 


clenching her gloved fists and lowering her head. "Someone very important to me." 


"Just because of that?" 


"He wasn't one to lie... he was horrible at lying," she affirmed with a slight laugh mixed 
with anguish. "And when we fought yesterday, I felt... that my heart was beating, just like 


when I met him." 
"Please tell me you didn't fall in love with me. No offense, but we barely met yesterday." 


"Of course not!" Lucille exclaimed with annoyance. "But my heart is one of the few 
things that hasn't lied to me. In my mind, I can see ten thousand scenarios of which only a 
few are true, but my heart is like a compass that shows me the right path, and I use it to 
protect what I want. And I'm confident that you can help us, be part of that protection I'm 


creating." 


"And I thought I was the hopeless romantic," Karl said, sighing. "Now tell me, if 
something goes wrong, will you take responsibility?" he asked, looking her in the eyes with 


his sky-blue pupils reflecting the bluish-green glow. 


"As I always have," she replied with the indigo glow over her green pupils. 


Karl and Lucille discussed a little more about what they would tell both groups. They 
agreed that they wouldn't do it separately; it would be together since they were going from a 


ceasefire to a kind of temporary alliance, so they should show their resolve from the start. 


They walked to the front of the residential complex where the others were gathered. Once 
there, they asked both groups to assemble in front of their respective leaders. They took turns 
speaking to make it clear that both were aware of what they were discussing, and authority 


was shared equally. 


At the end of their explanation, the members in front of each leader were bewildered, and 
they murmured among themselves. Both Lucille and Karl observed in silence, waiting to see 


how their companions would react. 


Carrie, who was behind the rest of the Hextrigas, took firm and audible steps with her 
brown boots towards Lucille. When she stood in front of her, the two shared a few seconds 
of intense eye contact, Carrie's light blue eyes confronting Lucille's emerald green pupils, 


while the others watched expectantly to see what would happen. 


A punch, that's what happened. Lucille's cheek reddened and deformed. Both Karl and 
the other ALE members were surprised by this act from the blonde-haired girl. As for the 
Hextrigas, some turned away, some clenched their fists, while others bit their lips or closed 


their eyes tightly. 


Lucille staggered but regained her balance. She held her cheek and straightened up to 
look at Carrie again, who still had her left arm extended to the same distance where she had 


struck her. 


"Don't you prefer wearing your gauntlets?" Lucille asked, moving her hand from her 


cheek to her nose, which had begun to bleed. 
"Lucy..." Carrie said with anger. "What did we promise?" 
"T know, but..." 


A second punch, this time with her right hand directly to the jaw. Lucille staggered again, 


almost falling to the ground. She held her chin as she tried not to collapse. 


Karl tried to help, but Lucille sensed this and extended her hand backward while still 
covering her face, indicating to him not to intervene. He reluctantly accepted, saying nothing 


and with his fist clenched. 


Lucille stood up again, lowering her hand from the lower part of her face, revealing her 


split and bleeding lower lip, much like her right nostril. 
"What did we promise?!" Carrie demanded angrily from her leader. 


"United all, but... in one group, just us all alone," Lucille replied with difficulty between 
gasps. 

"United all, but in one group, just us. We don't accept anyone who hasn't formed a bond; 
we don't ally with other groups. What we do, we do it ourselves. That's how we've survived, 


and that's how we'll survive," she concluded, turning to look at the rest of the Hextrigas 


behind her. 
"That's how we've died," Lucille replied with seriousness. 


Carrie looked at her with annoyance, her head moved so fast that her blonde ponytail of 


wavy strands almost hung from her right shoulder. 


"We've lived a little longer thanks to that rule, but we've also died," Lucille continued, 


articulating her words better. "And I'm sure you know it too." 


"Lucy..." Carrie said with anger. 


"Do you know what comes next?" 


Carrie didn't respond, stopping where she was standing and loosening her fists as she 


listened to her leader. 


"We'll be slaughtered. The Us won't help us, not because they don't want to, but because 
we're not worth it. All those settlers, those children, they are what's worth protecting, not us. 
He will find us, capture us, or we'll die here without finding what we came for, even before 
knowing what he's called in this life. I've seen this many, many times. It's always the same 


story, and it's always as sad as how it all ends." 


"But... we..." Carrie tried to respond, but her words choked in her throat. 


Lucille approached her companion and hugged her tightly. Since Carrie was a bit taller 
than her, her chin ended up on Carrie's collarbone instead of her shoulder. She closed her 


eyes and squeezed her with her arms while hearing a faint sob near her ear. 


"I'm not asking you to break our promise," she continued. "I just want you to accept that 


we can't win this battle on our own. We need help, and I believe they can support us." 


"Lucy... I..." Carrie tried to say as she watched with teary eyes her leader's head pressed 


against her body. 


A push full of warmth, then another, and another. In total, there were five. 


All her companions approached and hugged the young blonde, as she could only feel 


their bodies coming together and surrounding her. 


"I don't like it either," said Nicole. "But you know we tend to make very bad decisions." 


"T don't trust them much, but we've had worse, and we've come out better," affirmed 


Claudine. 


"If anything goes wrong, we'll give you the credit in the infinite darkness," added Emery. 


"Wouldn't be the first time." 


"Girls..." Carrie said. 


She wiped away her tears with her gloved hand and proceeded to tell them to step back 
since they were not letting her breathe. Once they did, she looked at each one of them and 


then focused on Lucille, who still had her face covered in blood from the recent punches. 


"Will you carry the weight of this decision?" Carrie asked seriously. 


"It wouldn't be the heaviest so far," she replied, inhaling to retract a drop of blood from 


her nostril. 


"I guess there's no other choice. Hey, you!" Carrie exclaimed, addressing Signe. 


"Me?" he asked. 


"Yes, you. If you make any of my girls cry, I'll knock your teeth out. Got it?" 


"Why me?" 


Signe stopped when he noticed Karl, who looked at him with crossed arms and a 
suggestive expression, raising his eyebrows and widening his eyes, indicating that he should 


give in this time. 


"Fine... I guess," Signe reluctantly agreed, causing Karl to smile more confidently. 


"Okay, what's next?" Carrie asked Lucille. 


"Everyone grab their weapons and clean any trace that we were here," Lucille replied 
with an authoritative tone while receiving a handkerchief from Claudine. "We'll head to our 
base, and after that, we'll go outside the inentropy zone to the refugee camp in the next city. 


Once there, we'll decide how to proceed." 


"Are you sure?" Karl asked. "We could stay here and wait for you; there are still a few 


hours of sunlight." 


"That's exactly why. We would have to make two trips; the way to the next city is close 
to our base," she continued, wiping the blood from her nose with the handkerchief. "If we 
leave soon, we can get out of the city before nightfall and, once out of the inentropy zone, 
use one of the vehicles we've hidden to reach the refugee camp. Does that sound good to 


you?" 


"For me, no problem; it sounds like a good plan. What about you guys?" 


The rest of the A.E responded positively, though not entirely confident, as they watched 


Karl accept Lucille's proposal. 


Thus, both groups entered the building of the complex where they had lunch. There, they 
smashed a few bricks and broke chairs to hide any signs of the lunch they had shared in the 


room. 


They distributed the weapons that corresponded to each one, agreeing that Rune and 


Claudine would take care of this together. 


While this was happening, in one of the boxes where they had left their weapons, Rune 
saw what seemed to be a rectangular black makeup case. He looked at it curiously and noticed 


a golden wing design painted on its edges. Rune then asked, holding the case high: 


"Whose is this?" 


"It's mine," Emery affirmed, walking over to Rune, who was crouched down. "Sorry, 


Lucy insisted that I leave anything dangerous." 


"But it's just a makeup case," Rune said, handing her the object. 


"Yes... you see... beauty is every woman's best weapon," she affirmed shyly, taking the 
case and tucking it into a space between her belt and pants, then waiting to receive the rest 


of her things. 


Rune didn't pay much attention to this and continued distributing each member's 
equipment. Claudine, on her part, chuckled under her breath without looking at him, noting 


the lack of subtlety in her companion's attempt to hide her lies. 


When Colette came to collect her ammunition, Rune took the opportunity to return the 


purple nail he had confiscated the day before. Colette looked at it and noticed that the pill 


that should have killed her was still floating in the clear gel inside the accessory. She thanked 


Rune and left after getting her ammunition back. 


Once everyone had received their weapons back, they proceeded to exit the building. 
They broke a few doors and windows along the way to make it appear as if the place had 


been looted and not inhabited by a group of people for several hours. 


They began the long journey towards the Hextrigas' base. Half of them were up front, 
with Colette at the lead, followed by Carrie, then Claudine, and finally Emery. Behind these 
four, the A.E walked a bit more scattered, but behind them were Nicole, followed by Ryou, 


and at the back, Lucille. 


The A.E were the only ones carrying luggage in addition to their weapons, as the 
Hextrigas claimed to have left the rest of their belongings at their base to avoid fatigue and 


because, by that time, they didn't entirely trust the A.E. 


After just two hours of travel, they arrived at an abandoned train station. It had faded 
advertisements and paper flyers plastered on its walls, which were torn and fluttering in the 
cold wind. The entrance consisted of an extensive descending staircase with rusty handrails 


covering half of the steps until reaching the first level. 


"This is it," affirmed Lucille. "Give us ten minutes, and we'll pack everything we need. 


Ryou, you stay with them." 


"Me?" she asked. "Why me?" 


"Because we need someone to stay to show them it's not an ambush, and if anything were 
to happen to you, we're the most capable of saving you. Understood?" Lucille asked, doubting 


her companion's understanding of the message. 


"I understand..." she responded in a low voice, placing her hand in the pocket of her coat. 


The A.E watched as the other six Hextrigas descended the stairs until they disappeared 


into the dark train station. 


Ryou sat on a dilapidated wooden bench near the ticket booth while the A.E waited at the 


opposite end. Hjerdis looked at her with some intrigue and resentment on her face. 


"I can't believe that pipsqueak almost killed me," she spat with disgust. 


"I can. That scythe she carries is a long-range weapon, and you only use knives. She had 


the advantage," Signe said. 


"I've faced other enemies with long-range weapons before. Spears, halberds, even 


firearms. She was... different." 


"Yes, she was good, unlike you." 


Hjordis was about to reply furiously to Signe's statement, but her mouth stopped when 
she heard Ryou emit a soft groan while she fixed her gaze on the stairs. Footsteps began to 


be heard in the distance, resonating within the train station. 


One by one, the Hextrigas emerged from the place, carrying military-style backpacks 


similar to those of the A.E, only in dark gray instead of green. 


Carrie raised a backpack she held in her right hand and threw it forcefully at Ryou, who 
barely managed to stand up to catch it with difficulty and then put it on with somewhat 


clumsy movements. 


"We're ready to go," Lucille affirmed. "Let's leave before the sun sets." 


"Just one last thing," said Colette with a rifle in hand. 


"Oh yeah, I forgot about that," Lucille admitted, turning to look at the entrance of the 


train station. 


Colette loaded her rifle and aimed it at the entrance right at the point where the stairs 
ended and the lower floor began. She fired at a series of tanks attached to the wall by what 
seemed to be cement; these collapsed upon impact, and the structure gave way, covering the 
right side of the entrance with debris. She repeated the act, reloading and shooting at the left 
side, where the oxygen tanks of this section burst with the second shot, causing the entrance 


to be completely sealed by the collapsed structure. 


"Ready, now we can go," Colette said, shouldering her rifle by the strap. 


The A.E watched as the Hextrigas mobilized after making sure their hideout was no 
longer accessible. This took them by surprise, but at the same time, it made them realize that 


they were telling the truth about trusting them, at least for the moment. 


"Are you guys coming or what?" Nicole asked. 


"Yes... you go ahead; we'll follow," Karl replied. 
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Night had fallen over the city, and the environment was difficult to navigate as the light 
was limited to the colorful glow sticks each one carried. They moved among rubble, scrap 
metal, streams, and groves until they reached a wall that extended on either side of the 


territory and disappeared from view. It was similar to the one the A.E saw when they entered, 


only its structure was composed of many more construction materials such as bricks, cement, 


and steel bars than piled-up cars. 


"Do we have to climb it?" Hjordis asked, looking up at the top of the wall, which must 


have been around twenty feet. 


"Don't worry," Emery said, approaching the wall and touching the surface with her right 
hand while holding the yellow glow stick with her left. "We left an extendable ladder around 


here, although we painted it gray to camouflage it. We just have to..." 


Emery paused when her hand touched a rope, which she then grabbed to check its material 


and firmness. 


"Here it is," she replied with enthusiasm, then began to climb the implement to reach the 


top of the wall. 


Once she was up, she stood and, with some difficulty maintaining balance, looked down 
at the people below, indicating that they should climb because it was safe. She crouched again 
and began to descend on the opposite side of the ladder until the sound of her light fall was 


heard, with the characteristic sound of two feet hitting the adjacent ground. 


"Come on, a little more, and we'll be out of the inentropy zone," she exclaimed from the 


other side of the wall. "After that, everything will be easier." 


The A.E took this act as a vote of confidence that the other side must be safe. 


Claudine looked at them and extended her hand as a signal to continue and climb the thin 


ladder hanging from the wall. 


Thus, everyone climbed, then descended the wall until the thirteen were on the other side 
with the city at their backs. They gazed at the distant landscape; it was a plain that extended 
far and wide, a gray dirt road stood out in the dry grass, seeming to reach the point full of 


faint lights on the horizon. That must be the city where the refugee camp was located. 


"So, that's where we should head," Arvid said. 


"Exactly," replied Claudine. "We left a vehicle that can be useful later. Although, now 


that I think about it, there's only room for the seven of us." 


"Don't worry," Carrie said, walking to a part of the wall slightly to the right of her 


position. 


The young blonde stood in front of a bundle covered with a brown tarp, removed it to 
reveal a large black industrial trailer, its silver interior standing out when illuminated by the 


glow sticks. 


"Help me get it out," she requested, holding one of the metal front bars of the trailer. 


Holger, Karl, and Signe helped her move the heavy object until it ended with the two rear 


wheels on the ground, making it easier to move. 


"Why did you leave this here?" Claudine asked, looking at the implement with confusion. 


"It was in case we found... supplies on the other side that we wanted to take with us," 


Carrie replied, winking at her companion. 


"Oh, of course," she replied, playing along. "We better leave our backpacks and take turns 


carrying it until we get to the truck; there we can hitch it and all get on more easily." 


"True, everyone put your backpacks inside; the three of you and I will push first, and then 
we'll take turns. Understand?" Carrie asked, trying to convince those who had helped with 


the trailer a moment ago. 


None of the A.E objected to the idea and proceeded to leave their backpacks in the trailer, 
just like the Hextrigas. There, the four of them took care of moving the vehicle, with Holger 


and Karl behind to push, and Signe and Carrie in front to pull. 
The two groups started walking, making sure to light the way with the glow sticks. 


The journey was silent as they were focused on the task of moving the vehicle and 


checking the surroundings for any unforeseen events. 
After half an hour of travel, Rune asked: 
"Haven't we left the inentropy zone yet?" 


"I have a watch with an alarm that sounds when activated," Emery replied. "If it sounds, 


it's an indication that we're leaving the territory." 


"Isn't it marked by something? Like a sand dune or maybe something similar to the 


Northern Lights?" 


"Dead animals," she replied. "For some reason, certain animals like birds and snails die 
when they enter the inentropy fields. That's why you can recognize the borders where they 


start and end." 
"We didn't see that when we entered the city two days ago." 


"Maybe because there was fog. If it had been clear, it would have looked like a cemetery." 


"Emery, I think you and I should switch with the rest," Lucille suggested, looking at her 


with implication. 


Emery silently followed her leader to exchange positions with the four who were moving 
the trailer. They were joined by Arvid and Hjordis, who pushed from behind while Emery 


and Lucille pulled from the front. 
Shortly after resuming the transport of the vehicle, Lucille whispered to Emery in French: 
"I already told you not to talk too much." 
"Sorry," she replied quietly. "Sometimes I forget about not sharing those details." 


Rune continued walking, pretending not to hear, as he tried to decipher what the two 


young women were saying while pulling the trailer along the dirt road. 


After about fifteen minutes, they heard some faint and intermittent beeping coming from 
where Emery was. She asked them to stop, and without wasting a second, she pulled out a 
small orange digital watch from a pouch on her belt, its screen flickering in various tones 


similar to Christmas lights. 
"Does that mean we've left the inentropy zone?" Signe asked. 


"I don't think so," Emery replied, bringing the watch to her ear. "But we might be close; 


I estimate about one to two miles." 
"Let's continue then," Carrie suggested. "I'm tired of walking." 


And so they did. They moved at a steady pace along the road leading to the city in the 


distance, which slowly became clearer, its artificial lights shining like stars in the sky. 


During the journey, Rune noticed a few bird corpses hidden in the grass on both sides of 
the road. They seemed to have died side by side, forming a border of lifeless bodies, 
reminiscent of what he had seen in the mall before his battle with Lucille. This was just as 
Emery had mentioned, making him think that they might be completely out of the inentropy 


zone. 


After traveling one mile, the groups spotted a military camouflage tarp covering an even 
larger object than the trailer they had picked up a few minutes ago. It was on the ground next 


to the lonely road, close to a leafless tree that stood out in the plain. 


When Colette noticed it, she started running toward the dry grass, asking the others to 


follow her. This was to help her uncover what was under the tarp. 


Those standing on the trail walked behind her, heading towards the tree next to the object 


covered by the tarp. 


Once everyone was next to the mysterious object, they unlocked the cover and pulled it 
to reveal what lay beneath. At that moment, the tarp fell to the ground and was dragged a few 


feet by the early morning wind. 


There it was, a tall vehicle that looked truly robust. It had six tires, two pairs at the rear 
and one on each side of the front area. It was dark green, and behind the cabin, it had a 


covered space for carrying anything from people to equipment. 


"An MTVR?" Rune asked incredulously. 


"I don't know what they call these things," Colette affirmed. "But I call him 'Jean Paul'." 


After saying this, Colette pulled out a set of keys from one of the pockets of her vest. 
Immediately afterward, she put her boot on the support next to the front left wheel and 
inserted one of the keys into the door. It opened, and she sat in the driver's seat, checking the 
steering wheel, gear levers, and finally, the ignition key slot. She put another key into it and 
turned it. After a few attempts, they heard the engine roar, and she felt the vibration in her 


body, indicating that the vehicle was operational. 


"Ca marche!" she exclaimed with excitement upon seeing that the vehicle was indeed 


working perfectly. 


Those behind the vehicle removed the tarp on the ground to clear the way. Once done, 
Colette slowly moved Jean Paul to the edge of the path, as it was a bit higher than the 
grassland. She operated the levers, pressed the pedal to the floor, and, in a swift movement, 
the vehicle was on the dirt road. She turned the tires and positioned it perpendicular to the 


road, then reversed it to get close to the trailer. 


The others hurried out of the grassland and began to hitch the trailer to the rear of Jean 
Paul using the coupler. When they made sure that both vehicles were properly connected for 


transport, they discussed how they would distribute the seats during the journey. 


"I think I should go with Colette in the front," Carrie said. "There's not enough space for 


everyone in the back, so some will have to ride in the trailer." 


"I don't think we need to carry the luggage there anymore," Karl stated. "What if we put 


the backpacks on the floor in the back and make room for those who have to go there?" 


"Not a bad idea, but who will ride in the trailer, and who will be in the back?" Nicole 


questioned. 


"Arvid," Lucille said, addressing her. "I want you to go with Colette; you have a better 


eyesight and aim, so you can keep an eye out for any eventualities." 


"But I..." Arvid stammered with doubt. "Okay," she replied upon seeing Lucille's serious 


gaze. 


"T think it's best if we're mixed between the trailer and the back," Lucille continued. "How 
about Emery, Claudine, Nicole, Ryou, Karl, Rune, and Signe go in the back, while Hjordis, 


Holger, Carrie, and I take the trailer?" She finished, looking at the others in front of her. 


No one could contradict Lucille's words; it made sense to have the two best marksmen 
watching the front. The fair distribution of the groups, with their leaders in each vehicle, was 


simply logical. Objecting would only be the result of personal stubbornness. 


They accepted without any reluctance and began to transfer the luggage from the trailer 
to the floor of the back of Jean Paul. They took their seats as Lucille suggested, and once 
they confirmed that everything was in order, they signaled Colette with one of the whistles 


that could start the journey. 


In this way, both groups, the Apple Eaters and the Hextrigas, began the journey that would 
test the trust among their members. As they traveled along the road toward the city, each had 


thoughts about the situation they found themselves in. Some of these thoughts were: 


"I hope there are no surprises from them; I've had enough with that blondie andHjordis." 


Thought by Signe. 


"We should arrive before noon; I hope the ones on the other side understand the situation 


we're in." Thought by Colette. 


"That whip-wielding one is up to something; she always silences the dart-thrower before 
finishing her explanations. I don't know what they're hiding from us, but I'll find out." 


Thought by Rune. 


"I wonder if Lucy is angry with me for those punches. I still don't trust these guys at all, 


especially that albino with the swords. It better behave once we get there." Thought by Carrie. 


"The mission was nothing like I expected, but I'm glad we're all alive, damn it, even our 
enemies are fine. I guess sometimes things don't go as planned, but I'm happy with these 
results. I just hope our new allies won't mind what's going to happen once we get to the other 
side. I would understand if they get angry or end up hating us, but I think we can handle it. 


After all, it's just business." Thought by Karl. 


"I didn't think we'd come to this. A couple of days ago, I was only expecting a possible 
enemy attack, and now I'm taking them with us to our base. Am I doing the right thing? Am 
I being too trusting? Will the others still trust me after this? What intrigues me the most now 
is what will happen with Karl. If I know about him, does that man know too?" Thought by 


Lucille. 


At a certain moment, Karl turned to look at Lucille, who locked eyes with him. The 
respective glow in their eyes reflected in each other, and both turned away shortly after, Karl 


with doubt and Lucille lost in thought. 


Thus, the group of Vikings who once gained the ability to remember their past lives and 
walk through the ages found potential allies with similar gifts. Only time will tell what awaits 


both groups as they navigate their path through this life... and the ones that will follow. 


Military base somewhere in the R nation, 2023, one day after started the infiltration 


mission. 


A hooded figure sat at a desk in a library illuminated by the light of lamps. The place was 
solitary, despite its vastness, as there were few chairs; it was not a public space. Various books 
were scattered across the table, from world atlases to mystery novels. The figure's gloved 
hands held a dictionary with a cover indicating its use for translating the language of nation 


R into Finnish. 


"I apologize for disturbing you," said a man in military uniform. 


The figure sitting at the desk did not respond, continuing to flip through the pages slowly, 


attentively reading the contents of the dictionary. 


The man stared at the figure, whose attire consisted of a dark red hood with two clear 


protrusions that stood out from the front and were visible from behind. 


"I understand you wanted some privacy," the man continued with some timidity, "but we 


have received intelligence that I believe might interest you." 


"What kind of information?" asked the figure in a reverberating, raspy tone, machine-like 


in nature. 


"It seems the mercenaries hired by our forces managed to reach the inentropy zone. 


Unfortunately, they signaled a ceasefire or truce with the enemies." 


"So, they haven't advanced?" The figure closed the book forcefully and let it fall on the 


table. 


"Unfortunately, no. But you'll be pleased to know that we haven't lost either. It's just a 


matter of time before our forces break through the defensive lines, and..." 


"I'm not pleased," interrupted the figure, slowly rising from the desk and turning around. 


The uniformed man paled as the figure watched him through the mask covering its face. 


Its tall figure, approximately six feet, became more apparent as it approached him. 


"I remind you that I made a deal with this country to achieve a goal, that's all," affirmed 
the masked figure, standing in front of the uniformed man. "So, give me what you promised, 
and I'll be pleased. Therefore, I'll assist you with your predicament. I hope you haven't 


forgotten, Commander." 


The commander in question could only stare in terror at the mask in front of him, a white 
mask with owl-like eyes with black polarizing crystals inside, and two horns resembling 
those of a gazelle protruding from the dark red hood covering its head. Its voice emanated 
through a mask with two spaces for speakers and a respirator, both covered by very fine 


opaque nets. 


"N-no... [ haven't... we haven't forgotten," stammered the commander, swallowing hard. 


"Splendid," replied the figure with the same mechanical filter in its voice, then walked 
behind the commander toward the door. "And tell me, those mercenaries you hired, did you 


inform them how much I desire to see them once I can reach the inentropy zone?" 


"Unfortunately... no. With all due respect, those orders came shortly after their entry into 


the zone; we lost communication from there. I apologize." 


"No need to apologize. After all, I was the one who issued the order too late. Besides, I 


just want to see those individuals... What did you say they called themselves?" 
"The Apple Eaters, sir." 


"The Apple Eaters. I just want to see them on a hunch I have, nothing more. So, keep me 
informed about the mission's progress and when I can move to the border with Nation U. 


Understood?" 


"Understood, Mr. Kaiser," concluded the commander, watching as Kaiser's hooded figure 


exited through the door into the hallway and disappeared into the darkness. 


